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My central premise in “Revised Lives” is that four English writers – Margaret Cavendish, Anne 
Halkett, John Bunyan, and John Milton – use the lineal family as a central trope in the 
autobiographical writings they write in response to the political and social upheaval caused by 
the civil wars, interregnum, and Restoration (1637-85). By portraying themselves as dislocated 
heirs who resolutely uphold their families’ political legacies, these writers capitalize on the 
political power inherent in lineage as a repository of political power comprised both of material 
objects – people and property – and their symbolic meaning – social status and political 
influence. After the Restoration, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton repurpose their prewar 
and interregnum portrayals of lineage – of which all but Milton’s emphasized dislocation and 
political defeat rather than political triumph – for a new political climate, revising their initial 
works in new, more fictionalized autobiographical narratives. Autobiography in this period thus 
reaffirms the impression of the lineal family as a political force from which individual agents 
emerge. In chapter 1, I show how Margaret Cavendish recasts herself and her parents, as she 
depicts them in her 1656 memoir “A true Relation,” as allegorical characters who model royalist 
political action in her Restoration fiction The Blazing World. Chapter 2 argues that royalist Anne 
Halkett mitigates her record of ongoing alienation as an exile in Scotland, as recorded in her 
journal Meditations (1658-99), when she reasserts the power of lineal relationships that she 
witnessed during the 1650s while a royalist conspirator in her 1678 Autobiography. In chapter 3, I 
explain why John Bunyan separates the individual journeys of the protagonist Christian and that 
of his wife and children in his two-part allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678; 1684). By splitting the 
 
puritan household into two generations (and two narratives), he portrays a father protecting his 
family from persecution in order to redress his own involuntary separation from his family, 
chronicled in the spiritual autobiography Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666). Finally, 
chapter 4 focuses the relationships between fathers and sons in a selection of John Milton’s 
autobiographical and political poems. In his pre-war and interregnum writings, Milton’s sons 
successfully transform resources they have inherited from their fathers – from education to 
artistic talent and the legacies of political office – into effective political action. When Milton 
revisits this model in his Restoration verse tragedy Samson Agonistes (1671), however, he 
undermines the positive nature of these relationships in Manoa’s and Samson’s competing 
interpretations of their family’s political legacy. Modern English-language autobiography begins 
not as a genre solely focused on the story of the self, but, rather, as a genre that uses the lineal 
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Throughout “Revised Lives,” I cite each primary text using original orthography and 
punctuation, and include authorial revisions to the manuscripts where applicable. I use 
strikethroughs [a] to show deletions, and angle brackets [< >] to indicate a superscription or 











Reconsidering Seventeenth-Century English Autobiography 
 
In “Revised Lives: Lineage and Dislocation in Seventeenth-Century English 
Autobiography,” I explore how four English writers – Margaret Cavendish, Anne Halkett, John 
Bunyan, and John Milton – used autobiography to respond to the political and social upheaval 
caused by the civil wars, interregnum, and Restoration (1637-85). In so doing, I argue that they 
show that the appeal of writing in this personal genre was to promote its practitioners’ political 
beliefs. Because the personal was political, in other words, autobiography was a political genre in 
the seventeenth century as much as a personal one. Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton, 
however, conceived personal politics differently from our modern emphasis on individual 
enfranchisement; rather, they consistently presented their individual acts of political resistance as 
not only on behalf of a larger political collective – such as fellow royalists or republicans – but 
also as the product of the political collective of the lineal family. 
 Thus, when Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton record their personal political 
experiences in autobiographical writings, they are chronicling their commitment to the 
continuation of a political legacy rooted in their lineal families. As a result, lineage is a central 
organizing principle of these works. By lineage, I refer both to an author’s ancestral kin – the 
people, both alive and dead, from whom he or she is descended – and to the stories that these 
authors tell about their ancestors, including their social, economic, and political status. As literary 
scholars have long argued, the sudden rise of autobiographies in the mid- to late-seventeenth 
century was the product of profound religious political changes; English men and women 




changes mattered and were worth recording.1 Like many other writers who survived this period 
of religious and political turmoil, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton communicated to 
both political allies and opponents the specific experience of dislocation – the physical and 
psychological displacement caused by exile, imprisonment, and/or censorship – from their 
families. Seventeenth-century autobiography is thus a genre specifically tailored to political 
resistance, as authors crafted narratives about their respective experiences of marginalization in 
order to critique opposing systems of power. Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton define this 
marginalization in terms of their separation from the social, economic, and political resources 
associated with lineage, thereby portraying their individual acts of resistance as representative of 
a collective resistance rooted in their lineal families.  
 My central premise in “Revised Lives,” therefore, is as follows: Cavendish, Halkett, 
Bunyan, and Milton use the lineal family as a trope that legitimizes their specific political beliefs, 
portraying themselves as dislocated heirs who resolutely uphold their families’ political legacies. 
In a series of autobiographical writings that include memoir and spiritual autobiography, these 
four authors craft narratives that argue for the importance of the material and human resources 
concentrated in their lineal families to their political aims. Since lineage served as a moral 
guarantor of an individual’s social and political value, these writers present it as a repository of 
political power comprised both of material objects – people and property – and their symbolic 
meaning – social status and political influence. We see this positive emphasis on the power of 
lineage not only in the 1656 memoir “A true Relation of My Birth, Breeding, and Life” by the 
                                                
1 Adam Smyth writes that “Scholarship generally settles on a series of answers to the question of why there was 
this increased interest in representation of lives . . . [including] the ‘heightened sense of history and self-
consciousness’ that the extraordinary events of the Civil War induced” in Autobiography in Early Modern England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010), 12. See also Joseph Wittreich: “Indeed, Milton wrote at a time 
when the autobiographical impulse, impressively developed during the seventeenth century, was asserting itself 
everywhere, almost as if it were an expression of the spirit of the age.” Why Milton Matters: A New Preface to His 





royalist gentlewoman Margaret Lucas Cavendish, who married up the social ladder to become 
the duchess of Newcastle, but also in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), the spiritual 
autobiography of the noncomformist preacher John Bunyan, who peddled metal goods to 
provide his family with a meager income. Not only did royalist Englishwoman Anne, Lady 
Halkett write volumes of journal Meditations (1658/9-99) that chronicle her struggles to continue 
her lineal family’s legacy of royalist action while living in exile in Scotland, but even John Milton, 
who famously advocated for elected senates presiding over a republic, insists in his poetry and 
prose that his father has a role to play in his political and poetic ambitions. The value of lineage 
as a symbol and a source of political power thus transcended ideology, personal circumstance, 
and gender as both royalist and republican writers sought to deploy it in the service of their 
particular political goals.  
 After the Restoration, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton revisited their prewar and 
interregnum autobiographical writings. In new, more fictionalized autobiographical narratives, 
these writers repurposed their initial portrayals of lineage – of which all but Milton’s emphasized 
dislocation and political defeat rather than political triumph – for a new political climate. Both 
Cavendish and Bunyan, for instance, translated their respective memoir and spiritual 
autobiography into allegorical narratives that used their personal histories as the basis for more 
general models of political action. In her hybrid prose fiction The Description of a New World, Called 
the Blazing World (1666), Cavendish resurrects the honorable qualities that she gave her parents in 
“A true Relation” in the allegorical versions of herself and her husband; in so doing, she 
celebrates her parents and herself as political exemplars in order to advocate for the return of 
early Stuart politics. Bunyan, by contrast, translates his personal conversion narrative into the 
allegorical journey of the Everyman protagonist Christian in the two narratives of The Pilgrim’s 




their internal doubts about salvation and the external pressures of persecution and, on the other, 
how to shield their families from such psychic and physical harm. In her stand-alone Autobiography 
(1677/8), Anne Halkett uses conventions of romance to recast her exile to Scotland as a 
homecoming, one complete with a network of aristocratic royalist families who provide her with 
the material and symbolic resources associated with lineal families and thus legitimize and enable 
her political action. Milton, however, uses the disconnect between the Biblical judge Samson and 
his father Manoa to undermine the effectiveness of lineal relationships as a means of 
communicating his resistance to the Restoration in his allegorical tragedy Samson Agonistes (1671). 
In the act of revision, these writers use lineage as a framework through which to re-examine what 
political resistance means for their respective political groups in the Restoration. Consequently, 
these new narratives imagine ways in which the political power of lineage might be adapted to 
the changing forms of monarchical governance that followed the wars and interregnum. 
Autobiography in this period thus reaffirms the impression of the lineal family as a 
political force from which individual agents emerge. Given that writers use their families’ 
histories of political action to create stories about the political power of their lineages, the genre is 
neither solely historical – a record of actual, rather than fictional, events – nor fictional – stories 
that use invented characters and plots. Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton mingle 
conventions of autobiography and fiction to tell stories not of their own political defeat and 
recovery, but of the restoration of a (temporarily) defeated family’s royalist or parliamentarian 
politics – a lineal throughline in an unhappy present.2 Modern English-language autobiography 
begins not as a genre solely focused on the story of the self, but, rather, as a genre that uses the 
                                                
2 Earl Miner’s The Cavalier Mode from Jonson to Cotton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971) remains a 
seminal exploration of resisting the present through a commitment to the past. See especially “The Ruins and 





lineal family from which the author emerges to construct a political legacy that he or she uses 
writing to uphold. As each of my chapters illustrates, autobiography also serves as a resource for 
these writers when they later revisit the theme of lineage in Restoration fictions. In these texts, 
they craft fictional scenarios that repurpose lineage as a trope that continues to signify political 
power, rather than impotence, in the wake of the wars and interregnum.    
 
I. Autobiography 
 The key terms of this dissertation are autobiography, lineage, politics, dislocation, and revision. 
Autobiography has become one of the most popular literary genres of the modern age, yet 
scholars and the reading public grapple with the paradoxical nature of a genre whose 
practitioners use the creative license of fiction to shape events perceived to have a basis in 
historical fact. From the mid-twentieth century, scholars of early modern autobiography have 
consistently and overwhelmingly classified and analyzed autobiographical texts based on their 
expressions of interiority.3 Feminist and revisionist scholars have more recently challenged this 
narrow emphasis on the author’s subjectivity; the former scholars have examined previously 
neglected autobiographical literature – diaries, journals, and even spiritual examinations – by 
women writers, whereas the latter have argued for the autobiographical nature of historical 
                                                
3  Bibliographies by Donald A. Stauffer and William Matthews in the first half of the twentieth century – as 
well as genre studies by Paul Delany and Dean Ebner in the 1960s and 70s – have provided valuable records 
that chronicle the surge in autobiographical writing in the early modern period, even though all four authors 
based their evaluations on modern expectations of psychological interiority. See Stauffer, English Biography Before 
1700 (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1930) and Matthews, British Diaries: An Annotated Bibliography of British 
Diaries Written Between 1442 and 1942 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1950) and British Autobiographies: An 
Annotated Bibliography of British Autobiographies Published or Written Before 1951 (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 
1955). For the studies, see Delany, British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century (New York: Columbia Univ. 






records and literary fictions.4 The most recent studies in particular point to the difficulty of 
separating the conventions of autobiography from those of fiction, due to the similar narrative 
templates and character types that have undermined the perception of autobiography as 
“authentic” or “real.”5 Autobiography is neither interchangeable with fiction nor its 
counterpoint. Rather, autobiography is a category of text that relies on invention to create its 
sense of authenticity, although its practitioners usually vouch that the events chronicled actually 
happened – a claim that authors of fiction do not make. It is this insistence on actual events that 
distinguishes autobiography, and the genre’s claim for authenticity thus lies at the heart of what a 
writer of autobiography hopes to accomplish with his or her work.  
                                                
4 Beginning in the sixteenth century, early modern Englishmen and women wrote autobiographical works in 
response to the Protestant Reformation’s emphasis on self-examination – which helped raise literacy rates – 
and to chronicle their persecution; examples of self-examining and persecutory autobiographies include the 
Diary of Margaret, Lady Hoby (1599-1605) and Bale’s Vocacyon, respectively. Scholars have also noted a 
pronounced surge of autobiographical writings during the seventeenth century, from the earl of Clarendon’s 
third-person autobiographical perspective of the wars in the Life of the Earl of Clarendon (first published in 1759) 
to the diaries of the turner Nehemiah Wallington composed ca.1620-40. Wallington witnessed the actions of 
parliament during the wars firsthand and wrote about how they affected his business and his faith, and he 
therefore felt just as motivated to place himself in the context of these sweeping events as Edward Hyde, 
chancellor of the exchequer for Charles I during the wars and later one of Charles II’s closest political advisors 
during the first decade of the Restoration. For studies on women’s autobiography beyond the early modern 
period, see Estelle C. Jelinek, Tradition of Women’s Autobiography from Antiquity to the Present (Boston: Twayne 
Publishers, 1986) and ed., Women’s Autobiography: Essays in Criticism (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1980). 
For early modern women’s writing, see Margaret P. Hannay, Silent But for the Word: Tudor Women as Patrons, 
Translators, and Writers of Religious Works (Kent, OH: Kent State Univ. Press, 1985) and Philip’s Phoenix: Mary 
Sidney, Countess of Pembroke (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1990); Clare Brant and Diane Purkiss, eds., Women, 
Texts, and Histories, 1575-1760 (New York: Routledge, 1992); and Kate Chedgzoy, Melanie Hansen, and 
Suzanne Trill, eds., Voicing Women: Gender and Sexuality in Early Modern Writing (Keele, Staffordshire: Keele Univ. 
Press, 1996) and Lay By Your Needles, Ladies, Take the Pen: Writing Women in England, 1500-1700 (New York: 
Arnold, 1997). For the revisionist studies, see in particular Smyth, Autobiography in Early Modern England, and 
Meredith Skura, Tudor Autobiography: Listening for Inwardness (Chicago: Univ. of Illinois Press, 2008). 
 
5 In the general entry on autobiography in the 2001 Encyclopedia of Life Writing, Bonnie J. Gunzenhauser 
delineates four primary features of the form: the author’s balance of public and private personae; an awareness 
of audience; a variety of literary conventions (originating in epic) that include the hero and the journey; and a 
didactic purpose that unites all examples of the form. Unfortunately, these characteristics could describe many 
other genres, a fact that speaks to the difficulty of finding conventions that can both apply to all variety of 
autobiographical forms and thus distinguish autobiography from other genres. Gunzenhauser, 
“Autobiography: General Survey,” in Encyclopedia of Life Writing: Autobiographical and Biographical Forms, accessed 





 Autobiographical prose from any era presents a unique interpretive challenge, since 
scholars continue to debate whether autobiography constitutes its own genre with unique formal 
conventions, or whether it is merely a mode that authors use within various genres.6 Early 
modern scholars face an additional difficulty: the term autobiography – a combination of auto 
(“self”), bio (“life”), and graphia (“writing”) – did not appear in the English language until the late 
eighteenth century.7 As a result, most scholars elect to work backward from modern definitions of 
autobiography in order to make arguments about its origins. Yet the more recent alternative, life 
writing, presents its own problems. First, early modern Britons did not use life writing to describe 
their autobiographical works, so we are not recovering a lost terminology if we adopt it. Most 
often, they would refer to such writing as “true,” as with Cavendish’s “A true Relation of My 
Birth, Breeding, and Life” or Anne Halkett's description of her Autobiography as “a True accountt 
of my life” (MS.6494: 294).8 Moreover, scholars use life writing for biographical writings as well as 
                                                
 
6 See Karl J. Weintraub, Value of the Individual: Self and Circumstance in Autobiography (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Press, 1978); Laura S. Marcus, Auto/Biographical Discourses: Criticism, Theory, Practice (Manchester: Manchester 
Univ. Press, 1994); James Olney, Metaphors of Self: The Meaning of Autobiography (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 
1972) and Memory and Narrative: The Weave of Life-Writing (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1998); Olney, ed. 
Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1980) and Studies in Autobiography 
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988); William C. Spengemann, Forms of Autobiography: Episodes in the History of 
the Literary Genre (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1980); Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Reading 
Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2001). 
 
7 Ironically, the OED’s first recorded usage of the word by William Taylor in the periodical The Monthly Review 
ridicules the word: “The next dissertation concerns Diaries, and Self-biography. We are doubtful whether the latter 
word be legitimate: it is not very usual in English to employ hybrid words partly Saxon and partly Greek: yet 
autobiography would have seemed pedantic.” “autobiography, n,” OED Online, accessed 02 August 2012, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/13379?redirectedFrom=autobiography#eid. 
 
8 Many early modern autobiographical works contain references to the truth in their titles. For example, 
Cavendish titles her memoir “A true Relation of My Birth, Breeding, and Life”; John Smith writes The True 
Travels, Adventures, and Observations of Captaine John Smith (1630); and London publishers of Mary Rowlandson’s 
Native American captivity narrative revise the New England title of The soveraignty and goodness of God, together with 
the faithfulness of his promises displayed to A true history of the captivity and restoration of Mrs Mary Rowlandson (1682). 
Aphra Behn plays upon this titular trope in her short fiction Oroonoko, of which the complete title in the 1688 




autobiographical ones, and my focus is specifically on the latter form.9 In addition, autobiography 
evokes the genre’s most familiar form as a cohesive, retrospective narrative of an individual’s life. 
By evoking this common definition, I draw recursive attention to the distinction that I am making 
in suggesting that autobiography is ultimately a story of lineage and not merely of the individual 
author’s personal history.10   
 When I use the term autobiography in this study, therefore, I refer to any form of written 
expression in which the author uses his or her life – a life that inevitably encompasses 
relationships to family – as the narrative material through which to promote a familial political 
legacy. Despite running the risk of compounding the imprecision of an already nebulous term, I 
use autobiography in this study to refer to both a genre – a distinct category of literary texts – 
and a mode, or a methodology in which the autobiographical first-person perspective is used in 
works categorized as other literary genres.11 The writings of John Bunyan that I consider in my 
third chapter well illustrate my rationale. Bunyan identifies the content of Grace Abounding to the 
Chief of Sinners (1666) as “a Relation of the work of God upon my own Soul, even from the very 
                                                                                                                                                       
term that incorporates the keyword truth because we would have to be vigilant about the complex nature of 
truth in autobiography. 
 
9 Marlene Kadar defines “life writing” as “a less exclusive genre of personal kinds of writing.” “Coming to 
Terms: Life Writing – From Genre to Critical Practice,” in Essays on Life Writing: From Genre to Critical Practice, 
ed. Kadar (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 1992), 3-15, at 4. See also Michelle M. Dowd and Julie A. 
Eckerle, “Introduction,” in Genre and Women’s Life Writing in Early Modern England, eds. Dowd and Eckerle 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 2-4. 
 
10 On this point, I agree with Adam Smyth: “I also want to persist with autobiography, precisely because the 
problems it raises are productive: the awkward fit between the expectations autobiography suggests, and the 
nature of early modern writing, helps to foreground those often problematic assumptions, and to illuminate the 
instability of forms of early modern written lives.” Autobiography in Early Modern England, 13-14. 
 
11 I use different terminology than Maureen Quilligan does in her study of allegory, but I argue for a similar 
distinction that she makes between “formal” genres, such as a play or epic poem, and “structural” genres, such 
as satire or allegory. As she writes, “Just as some works are satires and others are satirical, so some works are 
allegories, while others are merely allegorical.” The Language of Allegory: Defining the Genre (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. 





first, till now” (sig.A3r).12 The first-person pronoun and the narrative arc – God’s effects on 
Bunyan’s soul, laid out in chronological order – identify Grace Abounding as autobiography. More 
specifically, Bunyan uses the Augustinian model of the conversion narrative through which many 
puritans testified their faith. This Augustinian model emphasizes a humble exemplarity through 
which the narrator allegorizes his or her experience so that his or her specific life represents a 
general path toward salvation.13 (To paraphrase Stephen Colbert: I am the chief of sinners, and 
so can you.)14 When Bunyan writes an actual allegory (a narrative in which the plot has a 
separate, symbolic meaning) in The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678; 1684), he translates the psychological 
struggles of doubt and despair chronicled in Grace Abounding into the physical obstacles that the 
pilgrim Christian and his family encounter, such as the Slough of Despond. Bunyan defines the 
structural genre of The Pilgrim’s Progress, the allegory, even more explicitly than he does in Grace 
Abounding. In his opening proem “The Author to His Book,” he writes: “I writing of the Way / 
And Race of Saints, in this our Gospel-Day, / Fell suddenly into an Allegory” (sig. A3r).15 While 
Bunyan incorporates or alludes to many other genres or modes from scripture to dramatic 
dialogue and sermons in his work, we can recognize the primary literary traditions in which 
                                                
12 The composer of the expansive title (only partly cited here) of the 1666 first edition also categorizes it as an 
autobiographical narrative: GRACE Abounding to the chief of Sinners: OR, A Brief and Faithful RELATION Of the 




13 And it is typically read this way: scholars most often refer to Grace Abounding as a spiritual autobiography 
more generally, or a conversion narrative more specifically. See Chapter 3, note 10.  
 
14 I Am America (And So Can You!) (New York: Grand Central Publishing, 2007). 
 
15 The Pilgrim’s Progress From This World To That which is to come: Delivered under the Similitude of a Dream Wherein is 






Bunyan roots his work when we distinguish between autobiography as the predominant genre in 
Grace Abounding and as the predominant mode for the allegory of The Pilgrim’s Progress.  
 By understanding these traditions, moreover, we can see how Bunyan uses his wife and 
children – the lineal family of which he is the patriarch – as an important throughline that 
connects the two texts. Focus on the lineal family, in other words, reveals connections beyond 
those that link Grace Abounding and the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, two works ostensibly 
focused on their autobiographical protagonists; yet, this focus also reveals overlooked connections 
between the autobiography and the second part of the allegory, with its story about the journey 
of Christian’s wife and children toward salvation. By exploring the family’s thematic significance 
in Grace Abounding, we can better understand the connections between the two parts of The 
Pilgrim’s Progress. Bunyan first articulates the specific relationship between his family and his 
politics in autobiography, and then revises that portrait to depict a more universal experience 
through allegory. Autobiography thus enables authors such as Bunyan to explore the dynamics of 
their specific familial politics, dynamics that they then revise into broader models when they 
translate their autobiographical forms to fictional ones. 
 
II. The Politics of Lineage 
 At its heart, lineage is a conservative structure of power through which blood relations 
seek to retain property and other markers of status and thereby thwart redistribution of wealth 
outside of kinship circles. In other words, it is a structure for establishing and perpetuating 




the links between all their members to be known and traceable.”16 Early modern Britons justified 
lineal inheritance with elaborate narrative genealogies that proved the purity of their bloodlines, 
and they used these claims of longstanding virtue to consolidate their access to property and 
material wealth. Lineage, therefore, was not only a means of organizing people and property in 
politically beneficial ways, but also the rhetorical narrative that justifies perpetuating the 
historical connection between a family and its moveable and immoveable property. In her 
memoir “A true Relation,” for instance, Margaret Cavendish insists that her natal family’s 
ownership of St. John’s Abbey in Colchester raises her father, a mere gentleman, to the status of 
his aristocratic superiors: “though my Father was not a Peer of the Realm, yet there were few 
Peers who had much greater Estates, or lived more noble therewith” (369). Because her father 
refused to sell the abbey for an aristocratic title, moreover, Cavendish presents the property as 
supporting evidence for her argument that her father’s noble character transcends the whims of 
individual monarchs. She applies this argument specifically to James VI & I’s sale of numerous 
titles during his reign: 
at that time great Titles were to be sold, and not at so high rates, but that his Estate might 
have easily purchased, and was prest for to take; but my Father did not esteem Titles, 
unless they were gained by Heroick Actions.” (369) 
 
St. John’s Abbey, therefore, is not only a visible marker of the Lucas family’s current wealth, but 
also testimony that Cavendish uses to prove that social rank and honor are not always directly 
proportional. 
 Cavendish’s critique of James – whom she contradictorily praises for ending her father’s 
seven-year exile under Elizabeth I – serves as a reminder that even royalist gentry and 
                                                
16 Robert Parkin, Kinship: An Introduction to the Basic Concepts (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 17-18. He thus contrasts 
lineage with the term “clan,” which refers to members whose connection to each other cannot be verified, 





aristocratic families had complex political relationships with the monarchy. As the editors of the 
2007 collection Royalists and Royalism During the English Civil Wars note, historians have only 
recently begun to examine the wide spectrum of personal beliefs and allegiances that led 
Englishmen and women to support the king from 1641 onward.17 Both Halkett and Cavendish 
stayed loyal to the monarchy in part because their families rose in status and wealth under the 
early Stuarts; Thomas Lucas returned from his exile when James VI & I came to the throne, 
whereas Halkett’s parents left Scotland with the king’s entourage and served in his court.18 
However, Cavendish and Halkett expressed their loyalties in differing degrees and with different 
foci. Cavendish is an outlier among the four writers in this study for her almost total disinterest in 
the religious politics of the period; rather, the values she emphasizes in her writings – all 
published in the interregnum and Restoration – echo those isolated by Malcolm Smuts when 
describing the kind of royalist her husband was:  
 [m]any Caroline courtiers, especially those closest to the queen, are best understood as 
 men who combined a political commitment to Protestant causes with a cosmopolitan 
 aristocratic culture stressing gallantry, courage, honour and disdain for religious bigotry.19   
 
Cavendish refers to worship only once in her entire memoir when she describes her mother 
Elizabeth Lucas as the paragon of a grieving widow: “she made her house her Cloyster, inclosing 
her self, as it were therein, for she seldom went abroad, unless to Church” (376).20 The much 
                                                
17 Jason McElligott and David L. Smith, “Introduction: Rethinking Royalists and Royalism,” Royalists and 
Royalism During the English Civil Wars, McElligott and Smith, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), 1-
15, at 1-2. 
  
18 See Chapter 1, 35-37, and Chapter 2, 74 and 96, for further details on Cavendish and Halkett’s parents. 
 
19 “The Court and the Emergence of a Royalist Party,” in Royalists and Royalism, 443-65, at 63. 
 
20 Cavendish appears to offer a reason for her unconcern with religion in CCXI Sociable Letters: “although I 
Keep strictly to the Church of England, yet I think it not fit for a Lay-man to busie his Pen concerning the 
Scripture” (171). Margaret Cavendish, CCXI Sociable Letters, Written by the Thrice Noble, Illustrious, and Excellent 




greater emphasis that she places on aristocratic notions of virtue resonates with Smuts’s 
description above; she describes her three older brothers, for instance, as men who “loved Virtue, 
endeavour’d Merit, practic’d Justice, and spoke Truth, they were constantly Loyal, and truly 
Valiant” (371). Cavendish, therefore, represents a party of royalists whose personal service to the 
royal family, combined with a sense of aristocratic honor rooted in their families’ political values, 
sustained their loyalty to the monarchy.  
 Like Cavendish, Halkett fondly praises James VI & I in her Autobiography for his foresight 
in giving her parents significant offices within the court: “Hee was thought a wise King who 
made choice of my f[ather] to bee Tutor to the Late King of blesed memory [Charles I]” (2).21 
Unlike Cavendish, however, Halkett particularly celebrates the Caroline Church of England 
practices under which she was raised, pointedly describing how her “good Mother . . . had 
allways a great respect for the Ministers vnder whose Charge she was” and denigrating the 
“vsurped power [the parliamentarians who] putt a restraintt to that puplicke worship So Long 
owned & Continued in the Church of England” (4). These two examples – in which Halkett 
celebrates her parents’ intimate connections to the royal household and how they embraced the 
Caroline Church of England – indicate how closely Halkett associates the royal family with her 
own. Her language often reflects the religio-political discourse of the period, as in a Meditations 
entry celebrating the end of the Anglo-Dutch War in 1674; Halkett deploys a scriptural reference 




21 As Suzanne Trill explains, “[a]ccording to Halkett’s own pagination, the volume begins on page 2, which 
means that one leaf (or two pages) is missing. In view of her practice in other volumes, I suggest that the first 
leaf probably contained a title of some kind and that the second provided more details about her motivation for 
writing. Given the contents of the existing first paragraph, the second leaf may have included a lengthier 
dedication of the text to God.” LAH: Selected Self-Writings (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 51. Sharon Cadman Seelig 
offers a full possible reading of this fragment in Autobiography and Gender in Early Modern Literature (Cambridge: 






used by patriarchalists to justify the monarchy when she asks God to “make our King (what thou 
hast promised) a) Nursing father to thy Church” [sic] (MS.6493: 282).22 Halkett bases her 
allegiance to the Stuarts in her close contact with the royal family as she grew up. On New Year’s 
Day 1661, for instance, Halkett recalls a personal turning point in her understanding of her 
political obligations to the royal family. This turning point occurred after she heard a sermon in 
London during the 1640s “att St Iames when my mother had the honor to haue to Care of the 
Duke of Glocester and the Princese Elizabeth [Charles I’s younger children],” a sermon in which 
the chaplain “taxed the Sins of the whole kingdome to bee the occation of the breach <& 
distance> betwixt the king & his people & that all should bee sencible of itt butt particularly his 
owne familly & Saruants” (MS.6491: 86).23 From that moment on, she insists, “the cheefe of my 
deuotion for that time was for the establishment & preseruation of the king in peace & safety” 
(MS.6491: 87). Halkett, therefore, defines her political allegiance to the Stuarts primarily through 
her mother, whose position in the Caroline court brings Halkett in close proximity to the 
members of the royal family and especially to the Church of England faith at the heart of her 
royalism.  
For both Cavendish and Halkett, their natal families not only determine their political 
allegiances, but also instill them with a sense of obligation to continue that legacy when the 
monarchy is threatened in the 1640s. As women, however, they were not usually considered 
lineal scions. In one of the quasi-autobiographical epistles in Cavendish’s work CCXI Sociable 
                                                
22 Halkett strikes through the extra closing parenthesis after the article “a.” All fourteen extant manuscript 
volumes of the Meditations are located in the National Library of Scotland as NLS MSS.6489-6502. Isaiah 
49:23 reads: “And kings shall be thy nursing fathers, and their queens thy nursing mothers: they shall bow 
down to thee with their face toward the earth, and lick up the dust of thy feet; and thou shalt know that I am 
the LORD: for they shall not be ashamed that wait for me.” I use the AV Bible for all scriptural citations unless 
a different version is noted. See also Chapter 3, 89 n34. 
  
23 Jane Drummond served as governess to the young duke and princess first in 1642-43 and, later, from 1645 





Letters, one of the female correspondents vividly modifies the metaphor of the family tree to 
lament how daughters are separated from their natal families upon marriage:  
Daughters are but Branches which by Marriage are Broken off from the Root from 
whence they Sprang, & Ingrafted into the Stock of an other Family . . . . (184)24 
 
Thus, even if women bring their natal families’ political allegiances to the marital families into 
which they have been “Ingrafted,” they nevertheless find themselves “Broken off from the Root 
from whence they Sprang”; this last image implies not only that daughters no longer receive 
nourishment – political, social, or economic support – from their family trees, but also that they 
no longer are of any use to their natal lineages. Recent work by feminist scholars such as 
Maureen Quilligan and Julie Crawford, however, has re-examined lineal kinship structures to 
show how noble and gentlewomen fashioned stories of lineage, and used the material and 
cultural resources of the lineal family to promote their personal, familial, and political agendas.25 
Lady Anne Clifford, Lady Mary Wroth, and Mary Sidney Herbert, countess of Pembroke – as 
well as Cavendish and Halkett – represent themselves in their writings as lineal scions, thereby 
rejecting expectations that they would devote their political energies wholly to their marital 
families once they had become wives. When Cavendish and Halkett promote their lineal families 
as the source of their political beliefs and agency, these authors enable us to re-evaluate the idea 
that women were primarily excluded from the benefits of lineal succession.  
                                                
24 CCXI Sociable Letters, Written by the Thrice Noble, Illustrious, and Excellent Princess, The Lady Marchioness of Newcastle 
(London, 1664), accessed 11 August 2013, http://gateway.proquest.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/openurl 
?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:100053. 
 
25 Maureen Quilligan and Julie Crawford have drawn upon anthropological work on kinship structures to 
demonstrate how the nobility perceived family as a fluid concept, an argument that historian Naomi Tadmor 
makes in her analysis of the language of friends and family in the long eighteenth century. Quilligan, Incest and 
Agency in Elizabeth’s England (Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 2005); Crawford, “The Case of Lady 
Anne Clifford; or, Did Women Have a Mixed Monarchy?” PMLA 121, no. 5 (October 2006): 1682-89 and 
“Lady Anne Clifford and the Uses of Christian Warfare,” in English Women, Religion, and Textual Production, 1500-
1625, ed. Micheline White (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 101-23; and Tadmor, Family and Friends in 





 As a republican – and especially in the prose he composed on behalf of Cromwell’s 
government as its Secretary of Foreign Tongues – Milton sought to delegitimize lineal succession 
as the means of transitioning between leaders of state.26 However, though his critique of lineage 
is trenchant, Milton does not present it in an exclusively negative light. Within the family, he 
celebrates how political values and poetic values can endure across generations – most notably in 
his early Latin odes, such as “Ad Patrem” (“To My Father”) in which he praises his own father 
for both bequeathing and financially supporting his poetic talents: “nec novimus ipsi / Aptius a 
nobis quae possint munera donis / Respondere tuis” (“I know not what offerings from me can 
better repay your gifts”) (ll.8-10). Since Milton also explicitly connects poetry with politics in “Ad 
Patrem,” he praises his father for supporting not only his artistic talents but also his political 
ambitions, ambitions that he acknowledges might lead to danger. Moreover, Milton is 
particularly concerned with lineage because of his personal knowledge of dislocation within the 
history of his family, although the causes were not a direct result of external persecution. Milton’s 
recusant grandfather Richard disinherited John Milton, Sr. when he converted to the Protestant 
faith. As his father’s eldest son and namesake, Milton benefited from the excellent education that 
Milton, Sr. provided, and wrote some of his earliest poetry to praise his father for this gift and to 
argue that his chosen career of poetry would honor them both by promoting the family faith.27 
 Bunyan, in contrast, famously opens Grace Abounding with a searing deprecation of his 
origins: “For my descent then, it was, as is well known by many, of a low and inconsiderable 
generation; my fathers house being of that rank that is meanest, and most despised of all the 
                                                
26 See Erin Murphy, Familial Forms: Politics and Genealogy in Seventeenth-Century English Literature (Newark, DE: 
Univ. of Delaware Press, 2011), 12, as well as her work on Milton’s family politics from Charles I to Charles II 
in Chapters 2-4, 73-139. See also Su Fang Ng, Literature and the Politics of the Family in Seventeenth-Century England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2007), especially Chapter 2, “Milton’s band of brothers,” 49-75.  
 





families in the land” (§2). Scholars have long shown, however, that Bunyan deliberately and 
almost hyperbolically exaggerates his family’s low position; although it had all been sold by the 
time Bunyan was born, his ancestors held substantial land as recently as the reign of Henry 
VIII.28 By omitting all trace of gentility from his family history, Bunyan shows how even the 
“most despised” members of society can receive God’s grace: his lineage, in other words, is a 
direct inheritance from God. As he demonstrates in Grace Abounding, Bunyan acknowledges the 
importance of what I consider the raw materials, or material components, of lineage – people 
and both moveable and immoveable property – when he assumes the role of family patriarch in 
his own household and struggles to fulfill that role when imprisoned. Moreover, when Bunyan 
portrays himself as a patriarch not only of a spiritual progeny but also of his puritan household, 
he acknowledges that Nonconformists must procreate in order to ensure the survival of their 
faith. In other words, dislocation via imprisonment, exile, or other means of persecution required 
resistance, and first indoctrinating and then sheltering younger generations within families was an 
important means of doing so.  
In Grace Abounding and The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan presents himself as a new patriarch 
who will create generations of spiritual and biological children, whereas Milton portrays his 
father as the head of a younger, Protestant branch of the Milton family of which he is the heir. In 
their autobiographical works, therefore, both writers imbue these “younger” lineages – in which 
the puritan and republican values have only existed for two generations – with a legitimacy 
                                                
28 Although Bunyan averred that his ancestry was “low and inconsiderable,” in 1542 William Bonyon, a direct 
ancestor, held part of the manor of Elstow from Henry VIII (Bunyan, Grace Abounding, 5). Subsequent 
generations of the declining family sold the land, leaving Bunyan’s father poor but not destitute. Richard L. 
Greaves, “Bunyan, John (bap. 1628, d. 1688),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University 





associated with families that had enjoyed centuries of political precedence.29 Milton and Bunyan 
thus acknowledge the tradition in which they are working, while adapting it to fit the particular 
narratives of their religious and political beliefs.  
 
III. The Role of Dislocation  
 The four authors that I examine in my dissertation cross political divides, but they are all 
united by the shared experience of dislocation. I use this term – defined succinctly in the Oxford 
English Dictionary as “[d]isplacement; removal from its proper (or former) place or location” – to 
encompass the various ways in which individuals were separated from their family members and 
familial properties, ways that included (but were not limited to) the most extreme case of exile.30 
Of the writers profiled in this dissertation, Cavendish and Halkett experienced the geographical 
removal from their birth nation that is most accurately categorized as exile.31 A maid of honor to 
Charles I’s deposed consort, Cavendish fled with queen Henrietta Maria to France and, after her 
marriage to the exiled royalist general William Cavendish, duke of Newcastle, remained on the 
Continent throughout the interregnum, returning only once in 1651 to petition for benefits from 
the sale of her husband’s sequestered estate.  Although Anne Halkett remained on the same 
landmass when she fled London for Scotland in 1650, she found England’s northern neighbor a 
                                                
29 Instead, as I discuss in Chapter 3, Bunyan invoked the early Church fathers as witnesses of multi-
generational holiness (see, for instance, his character Gaius, who attests to the “very worthy” nature of 
Christian’s “Progenitors” in The Pilgrim’s Progress, 169). By contrast, Milton invokes creates a classical lineage of 
political artists that produces his father and himself, as I discuss in Chapter 4. 
  
30 “dislocation, n.,” OED Online, accessed 24 December 2012, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/54709?redirectedFrom=dislocation#eid. 
 
31 “Enforced removal from one’s native land according to an edict or sentence; penal expatriation or 
banishment; the state or condition of being penally banished; enforced residence in some foreign land.” “exile, 






completely different world in terms of politics, religion, and culture.32 In contrast, Bunyan and 
Milton both remained in England but suffered imprisonment during the first two decades of the 
Restoration; Milton also witnessed the public censorship and burning of his works. Both men 
were thus internal exiles, denied freedom of movement and expression in their birth nation.33 
Based on their confinements and persecutions, scholars have characterized Bunyan and 
especially Milton as ideological exiles who felt adrift and alone in their native land; in Bunyan’s 
case, this figurative exile is heightened by the fact that he had received an actual sentence of exile 
that inexplicably was never carried out.34 In the first edition of Grace Abounding, Bunyan writes 
that he “was sentenced to perpetual banishment because I refused to Conform. So being again 
delivered up to the Goalers [sic] hands, I was had home to Prison again, and there have lain now 
above five year and a quarter” (§252).35 One motivation that scholars have in framing such a 
wide range of events as exile is so that they can locate these writers and their works within a 
                                                
32 For the differences between early modern Scotland and England despite their shared landmass, see Sara A. 
Murphy, “‘A Stranger in a Strange Land’: Cultural Alienation in Lady Anne Halkett’s Meditations,” (M.Phil. 
thesis, Univ. of Edinburgh, 2005), 24-26; Keith M. Brown, Kingdom or Province? Scotland and the Regal Union, 1603-
1715 (Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1992); and Brown, “The Origins of a British Aristocracy: 
Integration and Its Limitations Before the Treaty of Union,” in Conquest and Union: Fashioning a British State, 
1485-1725, ed. Steven G. Ellis and Sarah Barber (London: Longman, 1995), 222-49.  
 
33 I discuss the circumstances of Bunyan’s imprisonment in n19 of Chapter 3. See also Richard Greaves, 
Glimpses of Glory: John Bunyan and English Dissent (Stanford: Stanford Univ. Press, 2002), 131.  
 
34 See Louis L. Martz, Poet of Exile: A Study of Milton’s Poetry (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1980); Michael 
Davies, “Heaven’s Fugitives: Exile and Noncomformity in the Restoration,” in Displaced Persons: Conditions of 
Exile in European Culture, ed. Sharon Ouditt (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002), 33-53; Christopher D’Addario, “Dryden 
and the Historiography of Exile: Milton and Virgil in Dryden’s Late Period,” Huntington Library Quarterly 67, no. 
4 (December 2004): 553-72 and Exile and Journey in Seventeenth-Century Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 2007); Ralph W. Condee, “Ovid’s Exile and Milton’s Rustication,” Philological Quarterly 37 (1958): 498-
502; Jeanne Addison Roberts, “Anxiety and Influence: Milton, Ovid, and Shakespeare,” South Atlantic Review 
53, no. 2 (May 1988): 59-75; and Christopher John Madson, “Allegories of Exile: The Alienated Self in 
Shakespeare, Webster, Crashaw, and Milton,” (PhD diss., State Univ. of New York at Buffalo, 2011), Proquest 
AAT 3440315. See Chapter 3, 125 for discussion of Bunyan’s sentence. 
 
35 Bunyan published Grace Abounding in 1666; he was first sentenced to jail in 1661. Richard L. Greaves, 
“Bunyan, John (bap. 1628, d. 1688),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 





longstanding literary tradition of exilic writings that dates back to Ovid’s Tristia and Epistulae ex 
Ponto, laments composed during his final years in exile on the shores of the Black Sea.36 However, 
this designation imposes terminology on an experience rather than accurately describing it. By 
using the term dislocation instead of exile, this study acknowledges that seventeenth-century English 
men and women did not need to be banished from their birth nation in order to experience 
profound separation from crucial political resources, including those possessed by their families. 
 Despite the classical tradition, seventeenth-century writers did not consider the term exile 
– either literally or figuratively – to be as resonant a term as we do today.37 Anne Halkett offers a 
representative example of a more common term for the exilic condition when she records her 
reaction to the death of her Scottish husband, Sir James Halkett, in her Meditations on 24 
September 1670. “I am a stranger, borne & bred in another Country,” she writes, paraphrasing 
the naming of Moses’s son in Exodus 2:22: “And she bare him a son, and he called his name 
Gershom: for he said, I have been a stranger in a strange land” (MS.6492: 116). In this reference 
to Exodus, Halkett uses the most significant book in early modern Europe to convey the 
poignancy and the politics of her situation as a “Stranger.” Throughout the seventeenth century, 
various royalist and parliamentarian factions claimed to be the new Israelites whom God would 
eventually lead to the Promised Land. As N. H. Keeble writes, “[a]dversity was to be embraced . 
. . in the knowledge that the unsettled and nomadic life led by embattled and exiled Royalists 
                                                
36 For an overview of Ovid’s influence on the literary representation of the author in exile, see Raphael Lyne, 
“Love and Exile After Ovid,” in The Cambridge Companion to Ovid (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2002), 
288-300, accessed 23 July 2013, 
http://cco.cambridge.org.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/uid=1435/pdf_handler?id=ccol0521772818_CCOL052
1772818A022&pdf_hh=1. For emphasis on renaissance works, see A. B. Giamatti, Exile and Change in 
Renaissance Literature (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1984). 
 
37 Searching the Early English Books Online database shows that forty-two titles contain some variant of the term 





recalled that of Abraham.”38 Anne Halkett was no different, as she shows in a 14 December 1696 
journal entry that paraphrases the Psalms as she beseeches God to protect her local Scottish 
Episcopalian ministers and their parishioners from persecution by the Presbytery: “Lord build vp 
our Ierusalem & gather together the outtcasts of Israell” (MS.6501: 359).39 Moreover, when 
Halkett evokes the common trope in which all earthly life is a true Christian’s exile from her 
heavenly home, she again uses the Biblical language of estrangement. In a Meditations volume of 
religious exegeses, Halkett glosses Exodus 2:22 to explain why Moses named his son Gershom: 
“This example should teach vs to make vse of all occations to putt vs in mind that wee are butt 
strangers, as in a strange Land in the midst of our most pleasing inioyments” (MS.6498: 10). In 
so doing, Halkett simply relies on the language of the Authorized Version of the Bible, in which 
variations of stranger greatly outnumber uses of various on exile.40     
 I use the term dislocation rather than estrangement, however, for a number of reasons. First, I 
consider dislocation more evocative of the painful physical and emotional dissonance of these 
writers’ experiences. Dislocated men and women in seventeenth-century England experienced 
                                                
38 Keeble, “Obedient Subjects? The Loyal Self in Some Later Seventeenth-century Royalist Women’s 
Memoirs,” in Culture and Society in the Stuart Restoration: Literature, Drama, History, ed. Gerald MacLean 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1995), 201-20 at 203. See also Achsah Guibbory, Christian Identity, Jews, 
and Israel in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2013);  Rachel Trubowitz, Nation and Nurture 
in Seventeenth-Century English Literature (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2012);  and Julie Crawford, “Lady Anne 
Clifford and the Uses of Christian Warfare,” in English Women, Religion, and Textual Production, 1500-1625, ed. 
Micheline White (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011), 101-123. 
 
39 Psalms 147:2-3 reads “The LORD doth build up Jerusalem: he gathereth together the outcasts of Israel. He 
healeth the broken in heart, and bindeth up their wounds.” Cf. Micheline White, ed., English Women, Religion, 
and Textual Production, 1500-1625. 
 
40 The AV lists hundreds of uses of stranger and its variations, but only three uses of exile. These three are: 2 
Samuel 15:19 (“Then said the king to Ittai the Gittite, Wherefore goest thou also with us? return to thy place, 
and abide with the king: for thou art a stranger, and also an exile”); Isaiah 51:14 (“The captive exile hasteneth 
that he may be loosed, and that he should not die in the pit, nor that his bread should fail”); and Wisdom of 
Solomon 17:2 from the Apocrypha (“For when unrighteous men thought to oppress the holy nation; they being 
shut up in their houses, the prisoners of darkness, and fettered with the bonds of a long night, lay [there] exiled 





analogous pain of emotional, economic, and physical deprivation, as well as a similarly 
disconcerting uncertainty of an unfamiliar, and thus unnerving, situation. In addition, the term 
dislocation retains the emphasis on the lineage that has been disrupted – the primary focus of this 
study – whereas estrangement emphasizes the alien community in which the dislocated 
autobiographer finds him or herself. Dislocation as a term thus reminds us that location is not only 
a corporeal experience of a physical place, but also a conceptual experience through which we 
define ourselves in relationship to other people, to institutions, and to ideologies. When 
Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton describe their dislocation from their families, they 
describe a sense of absence that might be based upon physical separation, but ultimately 
represents a state of mind. In Grace Abounding, for instance, Bunyan describes “the parting with 
my Wife and poor Children . . . as the pulling the flesh from my bones”: a visceral portrayal of 
the emotional pain of dislocation as physical torture (§260). The term dislocation thus enables us to 
consider a particular human experience in a new light.  
 
IV. Revision 
 Finally, the term revision describes the ways in which the authors in this study revisit their 
autobiographical stories in different terms. The title “Revised Lives” says directly what it evokes: 
that Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton told the stories of multiple lives – their own and 
their family members’ – in their autobiographies, and that they recursively returned to these life 
stories to present them in different forms.41 For instance, we can understand more about the 
portrayal of Samson’s father Manoa in Milton’s 1671 verse drama Samson Agonistes when we see 
                                                
41 William Pannapacker uses the same title for a monograph on Walt Whitman’s “self-refashioning” of his 
authorial persona over the course of his writing career: Revised Lives: Walt Whitman and Nineteenth-Century 





how differently Milton represented father-son relations in his early Latin poetry “Ad Patrem” 
and “Mansus.” Though composed decades apart, these works all show Milton interested in the 
way in which fathers might memorialize sons – a usually counterintuitive scenario, given the 
natural expectation that children outlive their parents, that is less surprising when younger men 
were dying in the wars and regicides found themselves wanted men after the Restoration. In 
“Mansus,” Milton celebrates the foster father Manso for memorializing the poetic talents of his 
deceased foster son, the poet Marino, in both writing and physical monuments that acknowledge 
Marino’s “dona Minervae,” or “gifts from Minerva” (21). Decades later, Milton writes of another 
father celebrating his dead child when he describes how Manoa will memorialize Samson. Since 
Manoa never fully understands that his son’s true transgression was to have “profan’d / The 
mystery of God giv’n me under pledge” – how Samson describes his telling Dalila about the 
secret of his superhuman strength – he vows to build a monument that wrongly attributes 
Samson’s “captivity and loss of eyes” to “[h]is lot unfortunate in nuptial choice” (377-78, 1734, 
1733). As a result, Manoa does not measure his son’s worth correctly as Manso does of Marino. 
The ambiguous conclusion of Samson Agonistes thus contrasts with Milton’s evocations of more 
successful collaborations between himself and his father and Manso and his foster-son Marino in 
the earlier poetry. All (dedicated) writers revise, an act best understood as a process that never 
truly ends. Theorists argue that autobiographers use this aspect of revision not only to refine their 
work but also – perhaps more importantly – to delay the completion of the work, thereby staving 
off a sense of finality about the narrative of their own lives.42 Revision – in the literal sense of 
“seeing again”– implies the need for repeated viewings in order to understand something more 
completely. The authors in my dissertation revised their lives first to portray their lineages for 
                                                






what they had been, and then to imagine what they could be in the future. Cavendish, Halkett, 
Bunyan, and Milton composed their first autobiographical works as a response to their physical 
and political dislocation rather than as a general retrospective of a life mostly lived. As they 
revisited their life stories years later, therefore, these writers compared the political narratives in 
their previous writings to the new narrative of their lives. In fact, most of these writers composed 
their later works within the last decade of their lives – leaving open the possibility that more 
revisions might have been on the way.43  
 Although we primarily think of revision in the context of the written word, autobiography 
does not need to be transcribed in order to be revised. Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton 
recursively revised their lives as they lived them. By studying how these writers revised their 
works, we recognize that autobiography – perhaps more than other genres – is an ongoing 
process that runs parallel to any fixed preparation and completion of a written text. 
Autobiography grows as its practitioners grow, inevitably requiring revision in order to 
incorporate new plotlines and characters into an always-expanding narrative. The past changes 
according to the context of the present, as the author imagines how the combination of the two 
temporal modes will shape a coming future. Milton acknowledges this ongoing aspect of 
autobiography when he prefaces his own autobiographical narrative in his Pro populo Anglicano 
defensio secunda (1654) – the Second Defence – with the declaration that “qui igitur, & unde sim, nunc 
dicam” (81; sig.Fv.): “Who I am, then, and whence I come, I shall now disclose” (YP 4.612).44 In 
                                                
43 Anne Halkett continues to write volumes of Meditations until the year before her death in 1699, although I 
cover only the journal volumes up to her husband’s death in 1670. In an entry from her final journal volume, 
she expresses a desire that some of her writings be published in the service of portraying her as a pious widow. 
See Chapter 2, 110-111.  
 
44 I have consulted the 1654 edition of Defensio Secunda from the British Library in the EEBO database, accessed 
19 February 2012, http://eebo.chadwyck.com/search/full_rec?SOURCE=pgthumbs.cfg&ACTION= 
ByID&ID=99867433&FILE=../session/1329669616_22825&SEARCHSCREEN=CITATIONS&SEARCH




claiming that the narrative will show “who I am, then,” Milton reminds the reader that he can 
only disclose who he is at the moment when he composes the narrative; the adverb “then” – 
“igitur” in the Latin – both provides emphasis for the phrase “who I am” and refers to the time 
in the recent past, before the publication of the tract, when Milton was the person whom he 
discloses in his narrative. He therefore presents his autobiographical narrative as paradoxically 
accurate and no longer accurate simultaneously, since time has inevitably passed since he 
committed that narrative to paper and to print.  
 Revision cannot be avoided in autobiography, because the story ends only when the 
author does. On the one hand, this aspect of the genre suggests that no self-penned work can 
ever truly be complete. On the other, this lack of completion offers a kind of liberation with 
which to approach each autobiographical act. As long as the narrative continues, the realm of 
possible paths and outcomes remains infinite. When these authors compose autobiography, 
therefore, they navigate a delicate balancing act between their political allegiances and the 
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mutability of lived experience that constantly changes how successfully they might accomplish 
their political goals at any given time.  
 Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton revise their prewar and interregnum works in 
the Restoration because the return of the monarchy ushers in a new political climate that 
compels them to re-evaluate their presentation of lineage as a crucial source of political power. 
Anne Halkett, for example, briefly abandons the short, almost daily journal entries that comprise 
her Meditations volumes for another literary model, the cohesive retrospective memoir of the 
Autobiography (1677-78). Of all the works considered in this study, this incomplete manuscript – it 
concludes in mid-sentence when Halkett describes the early days of her marriage in 1656, and it 
is impossible to know how much more she wrote – most closely resembles our modern 
conceptions of autobiography. In this text, Halkett relates the story of her life in a first-person 
chronological narrative that blends independently verifiable historical facts with reconstructed 
conversations and commentary. Subsequent editors in the nineteenth, twentieth, and twenty-first 
centuries have labeled the text either as an autobiography or memoir because of these seemingly 
modern literary conventions; the manuscript itself is missing its first page, where an original title 
might have been.45 Halkett thus appears to transition from one form of autobiography – the 
occasional meditations in her journal volumes – to a form more familiar to modern readers in the 
later text’s cohesive, chronological, retrospective narrative. 
 As Halkett scholars have noted, however, the Autobiography has non-autobiographical 
literary antecedents, predominantly conventions from romance. Halkett scholars tend to focus on 
moments that involve her navigation of three dramatic and complicated courtships and on how 
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the manuscript concludes not long after her marriage, an end point that seems to echo the 
marriage plots of romance. I argue that Halkett also more subtly draws on broader themes 
connected to romance, in particular its element of fantasy. In the Autobiography, Halkett explores 
the possibility of what we might term lineal exogamy, a means through which an unmarried woman 
could integrate into another lineage by means other than marriage. She portrays her exiled 
journey to Scotland as an episodic quest northward, until she finally arrives at an aristocratic 
country house that serves as a surrogate lineal home. She accesses this family’s lineal resources 
not by marrying into it but, rather, by acting as blood kin, and the result is that she performs the 
most effective political actions of her exile there. Although Halkett cannot make this alternative 
relationship last – she eventually marries the Scots laird Sir James Halkett – she nevertheless 
explores its potential. One implication is that her marriage, the teleological endpoint for women 
in romance, represents a loss of her political agency that is damaging to the royalist cause. Her 
use of multiple genres, in other words, enables her first to chronicle her lived experience – which 
she presents as a series of earnest but frustrated attempts to support the royalist cause – and then 
to rewrite that experience in order to model successful political action, thus reclaiming her own 
agency and offering readers a template worth emulating. 
 In each chapter, I demonstrate how each author revises the narratives in their earlier 
works into more conventionally fictional forms. When Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton 
turn to the more familiar genres of romance and allegory, therefore, they do not simply resurrect 
pre-war representations of the political power of lineage. On the contrary, they use these more 
familiar – and more “fictional” – genres to represent lineage in unconventional ways. They thus 
present their revised, innovative imaginings of lineage in genres that will make the new seem old 





 “Revised Lives” is divided into two sections. In the first, I show how Cavendish and 
Halkett persist in using political strategies – delivering petitions and writing from a place of 
retreat, respectively – that noblewomen often employed in the Tudor and early Stuart eras to 
promote their families. Both of these royalist women define these practices as ones that can only 
be passed down through royalist lineages. In my second section, I show how Milton and Bunyan 
present younger political legacies – legacies transmitted over only two generations – that 
correspond to their families’ support of comparatively newer political and religious factions. 
Milton portrays his father as the financial and artistic source for his puritan poetry, whereas 
Bunyan identifies himself as a patriarch to both his spiritual and his earthly children. While the 
royalist noblewomen reclaim political strategies by attributing them to the continuity and 
tradition of lineage, Milton and Bunyan show how puritans and republicans also promote and 
transmit new political strategies through lineal relationships, even if they span only two 
generations.  
Although these two sections suggest a dichotomy between puritan and republican men 
and royalist women, such a divide does not accurately reflect the more complex relationship 
between politics and gender in this period. The puritan gentlewoman Lucy Hutchinson, for 
instance, critiqued the Restoration government in her (auto)biographical narrative, The Memoirs of 
Colonel John Hutchinson (ca. 1671), which describes her husband’s military and political work for 
the interregnum government and her support of him during that time.46 She later revisited the 
political themes in this manuscript in her Biblical epic Order and Disorder (1679), in which she 
retells the Book of Genesis as a parable that critiques Restoration courtiers who embraced 
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atheism and libertinism.47 Contrastingly, the royalist earl of Clarendon, Edward Hyde, included 
his role in Charles I’s wartime government while in royalist exile on Jersey in The History of the 
Rebellion; he later included expanded upon this role in his autobiography The Life of Edward, Earl of 
Clarendon (first published in 1759), a narrative that he continually enlarged and revised as he 
served as one of Charles II’s closest political advisors during the 1660s.48 Nevertheless, the 
inadvertent dichotomy between men and women in “Revised Lives” has some productive effects, 
because it reminds us that women such as Cavendish and Halkett had reasons to want the 
patriarchal structure of monarchy to continue. Gender might be one determining factor in an 
early modern Englishwoman’s political allegiance, but for neither Cavendish nor Halkett was it 
the predominant one.  
 In my first chapter, I show how Margaret Cavendish uses allegory to erase the temporal 
distance between herself and her parents and thus argue for the viability of the policies of the 
Caroline period in the Restoration. The Blazing World (1666) presents Cavendish and her husband 
as allegorical figures who possess the qualities of her deceased parents as she portrays them in her 
1656 memoir of exile “A true Relation of My Birth, Breeding, and Life.” She thus insists that 
aristocratic political practices popular in the Tudor and early Stuart periods, including 
swordsmanship and the delivering of petitions, have strong genealogies that can survive the 
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disruptions of exile and death; more importantly, despite her gender and societal expectations 
that she should prioritize her marital family’s political and social agendas, she insists that she is 
the primary scion of her natal family responsible for performing these practices on its behalf.  
 While Cavendish insists that political strategies are passed down through families as 
property and wealth are, her fellow royalist and exile Anne Halkett demonstrates how royalists 
construct new lineages in foreign lands. In my second chapter, I show how Halkett redefines 
lineal bonds in her 1677-78 Autobiography to redress the displacement that she records in her 
journal Meditations (1659-99) as a result of her exile in Scotland. In volumes of Meditations from the 
1670s, Halkett shows how the absence of her lineal family results in economic and social 
disenfranchisement for herself and her son; because this alienation hinders her ability to support 
the Stuart monarchy, specifically through Church of England rituals, she struggles to pass down 
her royalist principles to the next generation of her lineal family. In the Autobiography, she 
reimagines her initial journey into Scotland in the 1650s as a true homecoming. Through 
successful alliances with Scottish royalist families, she shows how bonds of political allegiance can 
replace bonds of blood, thereby giving her the necessary economic and social support to ensure 
that her son has the economic means to perpetuate her birth family’s political legacy of royalism.   
 My third chapter shows how John Bunyan uses allegory to preserve the puritan nuclear 
family by separating the co-extant puritan household into two generations: the father that 
experiences persecution in order to spare his wife and children from it, and the wife and children 
themselves. The two narratives of The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678; 1684) split the pilgrimages of the 
allegorical figure Christian and that of his wife and children in a dramatization of what I call the 
dilemma of devotion: the paradoxical injunction to devote oneself to God while also taking care 
of one’s family. By journeying alone, Christian not only devotes himself to God but also shelters 




spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666), in which his imprisonment for 
preaching endangers his family physically and spiritually, by reconfiguring a father’s separation 
from his family as the means of saving them in The Pilgrim’s Progress.  
 Whereas Bunyan fathers a new nonconformist lineage, Milton explores the relationship 
that fathers have with their sons in a selection of autobiographical and political poems. In the 
early autobiographical Latin odes “Ad Patrem” and “Mansus,” as well as some interregnum 
sonnets, Milton shows how fathers and sons can achieve shared political goals if the sons can 
successfully transform the resources they have inherited – from a well-funded education to artistic 
talent and the legacies of political office – into their own political actions. In his Restoration verse 
tragedy Samson Agonistes (1671), however, Milton instead focuses on how the Nazarite Samson 
finds his attempts to fulfill his divine Father’s intentions for him nearly frustrated by his well-
intentioned yet misguided earthly father Manoa’s attempts to ransom him. By tracing the 
sporadic recurrence of lineal relations as a theme throughout Milton’s career in poetry and prose, 
we can see that he acknowledges its effectiveness in transmitting political beliefs across 
generations. While Milton uses lineage to portray instances where his own republican and 
puritan politics endure across time, he also shows where such opportunity can break down in the 
relationship between Manoa and Samson. 
 The four writers in “Revised Lives” admittedly represent a particular subset within my 
central argument: that writers who experienced political dislocation during the tumultuous 
seventeenth century write to access the political resources of their lineal families by chronicling 
them. More specifically, these authors not only write autobiography but also revise their lives into 
fiction in order to refine their appropriation of the paradigms of lineage and dislocation for their 
own purposes. As uniquely literary as these works and their authors may be among the myriad of 




representative. Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton illustrate a broad argument about how 
seventeenth-century English families responded to the wars, interregnum, and Restoration. 
Family was at the center of their autobiographical works precisely because Cavendish, Halkett, 
Bunyan, and Milton found themselves separating from the resources of their lineages while 
supporting their political beliefs. In writing about the family members and resources from which 
they were dislocated, these authors first shaped and then reinforced their understanding of 
themselves. As they self-identified as inheritors of longstanding political legacies, Cavendish, 
Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton found justification for their political values based on ancestral 
precedent – but an ancestry that they created by combining history and fiction in their 
autobiographical writings. Thus, the self was not the only subject under scrutiny in these earliest 
versions of modern English-language autobiography. As I will show in “Revised Lives,” 










The Description of a New Genealogy, Called The Blazing World: Emphasizing the Lineal Family 
in Margaret Cavendish’s Writings 
 
 As Margaret Lucas Cavendish informs her readers in her 1656 memoir “A true Relation 
of My Birth, Breeding, and Life,” the members of the staunchly royalist Lucas family suffered 
greatly during the English civil war and the interregnum. Of the five daughters and three sons 
born to Thomas and Elizabeth (née Leighton) Lucas, two sons – Sir Thomas and Sir Charles – 
died in war, and one daughter, Elizabeth, died of illness. Their youngest daughter Margaret 
survived, but she suffered a lengthy exile as one of Henrietta Maria’s maids of honor starting in 
1643. As literary history records, she also published nearly twenty folios of prose, poetry, and 
plays throughout the mid- to late seventeenth century. Widowed long before the wars when her 
husband died in 1625, Elizabeth Leighton Lucas fared no better than her children; as Cavendish 
recounts, her mother died of the same illness that claimed Elizabeth in 1647, not long after St. 
John’s Abbey, the Lucas family estate in Essex, was first looted and later razed to the ground by 
parliamentarians.1  
By beginning “A true Relation” with this family portrait of dead soldiers, destroyed 
property, and the loss of the family matriarch, Margaret Cavendish depicts her own political act 
against the interregnum government as an extension of the sacrifices made by her siblings for the 
Stuart cause.2 In her unsuccessful 1651 petition before the parliamentary Committee for 
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parliamentarian borough of Colchester, the destruction of the Abbey in the Stour Valley riots in 1642 and the 




Compounding in London, she requested one-fifth of her husband’s requisitioned property to 
alleviate their credit troubles in Antwerp. The committee rejected the petition on the grounds 
that she had married William Cavendish, the marquess of Newcastle3 and former commander of 
Charles I’s northern forces, after he had been declared a traitor.4 Nevertheless, scholars have 
read this petition and the account of it in “A true Relation” as evidence that Cavendish was 
politically invested in her husband’s family. Moreover, they have even suggested that this 
unsuccessful attempt motivated Cavendish to write and publish as a more successful method of 
promoting her husband’s loyalty to the Stuarts.5  
We risk missing an important part of her wider political project, however, if we ignore the 
ways in which Margaret Cavendish also considered herself a politically invested scion of her natal 
family, indebted to them for her political beliefs and imbued with a responsibility to live by and 
to promote those values in public forums. The narrative structure of “A true Relation,” which 
begins with a detailed history of her lineal family household and the principles with which she 
and her siblings were raised, presents her political allegiances as traits that are both hereditary to 
and learned from her lineal family: hereditary to the point that it advocates for innate nobility 
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and learned to the degree that this gentlemanly or gentlewomanly status from birth must be 
reaffirmed through actions.6 Since these traits are not solely a consequence of her 1645 marriage 
to Cavendish, her 1651 petition can therefore be read as her first deployment of her lineal 
family’s political principles, even if it is presented in the name of her husband. Rather than 
depicting the petition as merely the first instance in which she acts as “the public representative 
of her disenfranchised husband,” she portrays it as her first opportunity to contribute to the 
dissemination of the political interests and beliefs of her lineal family.7 As I argue in this chapter, 
it is not the last. 
 If we understand the 1651 petition described in “A true Relation” as an act that 
Cavendish performs to promote her lineal as well as her affinal family, then we should also 
consider how the lineal family figures when Cavendish resurrects and revises this scene in her 
political and philosophical hybrid prose work The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-
World (1666; rev. ed. 1668). Although the fictional scene does not mention her lineal family by 
name, she incorporates biographical details from the memoir that celebrate her parents as 
models of political virtue into allegorical versions of herself and her husband in the Blazing World 
petition scene. Through the allegorical Duke and Duchess who channel the characters of 
Thomas and Elizabeth Leighton Lucas as portrayed in “A true Relation,” Cavendish thus creates 
a genealogical link between her lineal and marital relations that supplants her husband’s ancestry 
with her own. The Lucas family – resurrected through the allegorical characters – thus serves as 
the model for an antebellum aristocratic politics in The Blazing World that Cavendish petitions 
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Charles II to reinstate upon his Restoration.8 By offering her family as a model for Restoration 
aristocratic power, Cavendish claims the role of the family scion responsible for keeping her 
decimated lineage’s political values and influence alive.   
* 
 
Inheriting Honor in “A true Relation” 
 Cavendish begins her memoir with a statement in which she defines herself through her 
father, Thomas Lucas: “My Father was a Gentleman, which Title is grounded and given by 
Merit, not by Princes” (Natures Pictures 368).9 According to his daughter, Lucas defines honor 
rather conventionally as innate nobility confirmed by external acts; he is presented as a man who 
“did not esteem Titles, unless they were gained by Heroick Actions” (NP 368). She sets up this 
distinction in anticipation of the central story that she tells about her father: Thomas Lucas 
challenged William Brooke, the brother of Elizabeth I’s favorite Henry Brooke, eleventh Baron 
Cobham, to a duel in 1597, and subsequently killed him. She writes: 
towards the latter end of Queen Elizabeth's reign, as soon as he came to Mans estate, he 
unfortunately fortunately kill'd one Mr. Brooks in a single Duel; for my Father by the 
Laws of Honour could do no less than call him to the Field to question him for an injury 
he did him, where their Swords were to dispute, and one or both of their lives to decide 
the argument, wherein my Father had the better. . . . (368) 
 
                                                
8 Her post-Restoration writings participate in the widespread royalist discontent, voiced in print that criticized 
Charles II’s neglect of royalists of all ranks who had sacrificed much and nearly lost all to restore him to the 
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that families like the Cavendishes expected for themselves, and the king also deviated from aristocratic values 
that emphasized both birth and breeding by wooing wealthy merchants to court in order to offset his massive 
debts. See N. H. Keeble, The Restoration: England in the 1660s (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002), 82-84. 
 
9 Natures Pictures Drawn by Fancies Pencil to the Life. Written by the thrice Noble, Illustrious, and Excellent Princess, the Lady 
Marchioness of Newcastle (London, 1656), accessed 11 August 2013, 
http://textbase.wwp.brown.edu.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/WWO/search?browse-




Duels may have resembled the swordsmanship associated with medieval chivalric codes, but 
scholars have shown that these one-on-one confrontations were actually a renaissance invention 
most eagerly embraced by socially mobile young men.10 Cavendish’s claim that her father’s 
gentleman status was “the act of Time, not Favour,” therefore, loses its persuasiveness when she 
claims that he used a newer technology of honor through which to prove it. She counteracts this 
rhetorical weakness when she argues that “my Father by the Laws of Honour could do no less than 
call [Brooke] to the Field to question him for an injury he did him,” thus reframing the 
newfangled duel as part of a timeless universal code of honor (368; emphasis mine). By opening 
her autobiographical relation of her “Birth, Breeding and Life” with the axiomatic claim about 
her father’s gentleman status, Cavendish deftly recasts the climactic 1597 duel as proof of the 
timelessness of that status. The duel, therefore, is so significant a part of Cavendish’s family 
history that she deploys her best rhetoric to frame it in as positive a light as possible.  
 If Cavendish can rhetorically manipulate the act of dueling to finesse her family’s 
upwardly mobile status, she cannot avoid the historical truth of its consequences for her father: 
Elizabeth promptly exiled Thomas Lucas, an exile that lasted for seven years. Cavendish’s 
description of the repercussions of the duel, however, transforms an act that might seem shameful 
into yet more evidence of her father’s steadfast honor. She portrays the extremity of her father’s 
punishment as an unjust aberration motivated by Elizabeth’s susceptibility to one of her favorites: 
yet he suffered more than any Person of Quality usually doth in cases of Honour; for 
though the Laws be rigorous, yet the present Princes most commonly are gratious in 
those misfortunes, especially to the injured: but my Father found it not, for his exile was 
from the time of  his misfortunes to Queen Elizabeths death; for the Lord Cobham being 
then a great Man with Queen Elizabeth, and this Gentleman Mr. Brooks a kinde of a 
Favourite, and as I take it Brother to the then L. Cobham, which made Queen Elizabeth 
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so severe, not to pardon him, but King James of blessed memory gratiously gave him his 
pardon, and leave to return home to his Native Country, wherein he lived happily, and 
died peaceably . . . . (NP 368-69) 
 
Cavendish uses pairs of antithetical conjunctions here, such as “for . . . yet” and “for . . . but” – 
which pointedly contrast with the logical proposition “if . . . then” that we might expect – to 
emphasize the gulf between what should have happened to her father and what Elizabeth had 
instead decreed. Unlike “present Princes,” or the Stuart kings, Elizabeth ignored the dictates of 
the laws of honor and instead punished the “Person of Quality” instead of her “Favourite.” 
Cavendish deliberately uses the latter term here, a loaded one during the interregnum when both 
royalists and parliamentarians blamed the civil wars in part on the influence of Charles I’s 
“favourites,” especially the first duke of Buckingham.11 The duel that proves her father’s honor 
thus paradoxically demonstrates how the family of the man he killed, and even Elizabeth herself, 
has sacrificed their own honor for short-term political gain. As a result, Cavendish reaffirms her 
self-definition of someone who emerges from a family defined by honor.  
 The story of Thomas Lucas’s honorable exile matters so much because it foreshadows 
Cavendish’s own exile during the interregnum. When Cavendish contrasts her father’s devotion 
to honor and the Brooke family’s ascendance by Elizabeth’s improper favoritism, therefore, she 
anticipates the contrast that she makes between her own behavior when delivering her petition in 
1651 and that of the parliamentary committee that rejects it. When the committee members 
inform Cavendish that “by reason I was married since my Lord was made a Delinquent, I could 
have nothing, nor should have any thing,” she responds in the way that best preserves and 
expresses her innate honor: she stands next to her brother Lord Lucas who verbally delivered the 
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petition, and she responds with silence (NP 379-80). That Cavendish, recounting this event five 
years after the fact, wants her silence to be read as a political statement is clear; she portrays her 
response as a pointed attack on the dishonorable men whom she has been forced to petition for 
property that should be her right. “I whisperingly spoke to my brother to conduct me out of that 
ungentlemanly place,” she claims, “so without speaking to them one word good or bad, I returned 
to my Lodgings” (380; emphasis mine). The committee members are portrayed as the antithesis 
of her father: ungentlemanly, both in their innate lack of nobility and in the quality of their 
actions, and thus unworthy of any response from Cavendish, their superior.12 In her account, she 
heaps scorn on these men, portraying her own ignorance of the committee’s structure and the 
personalities of its members as proof of their political inexperience: “unlearned in their uncouth 
Ways, ignorant of the Humours, and Dispositions of those persons to whom I was address my 
suit, and not knowing where the Power lay, and being not a good flatterer, I did not trouble my 
self or petition my enemies” (381). Cavendish’s ignorance is that of a noblewoman unfamiliar 
with how people of a lower status, operating within an indiscriminate, inscrutable group 
hierarchy, exercise their undeserved authority. Her purported inability to understand these men 
and her refusal to try confirms her honorable birth and upbringing, sacrificing any hope of 
success in the petition in order to stay steadfast to her political principles.  
Although it is impossible to know whether or not Margaret Cavendish had planned in 
advance to stay silent, the presence of her brother John Lucas at the hearing not only enables her 
to choose that option but also sends a strong message to the Committee for Compounding about 
                                                
12 A printed 1650 act lists the committee members as Samuel Moyer, James Russel, Edward Winslow, Josias 
Barners, William Mullins, Arthur Squib the younger, and Richard Moor. Only Moyer appears in the ODNB, 
where he is described as a merchant. Austin Woolrych, “Moyer, Samuel (c.1609–1683),” Oxford Dictionary of 






familial loyalty among aristocrats faithful to concepts of honor. In “A true Relation,” Margaret 
Cavendish portrays John Lucas – the heir of the family and the only male child not to die in 
battle during the wars – as “not less Valiant than they [her other brothers, Sir Thomas and Sir 
Charles] were . . . ha[ving] more skill in the use of the Sword, and . . . more learned in other Arts 
and Sciences than they were” (NP 371). This scholarly brother used his knowledge to defend his 
family using methods other than the sword, a portrait confirmed by historical records that 
portray the Lucases as a family deeply protective of its honor.13 John Lucas’s vigilant protection 
of the family estate suggests that he was a wise choice for Margaret Cavendish to have beside her 
when delivering her petition, both for his devotion to the family and its interests and for his 
unwavering belief in honor.  
This family unity had an earlier origin according to Cavendish’s work, which describes it 
as one of the prime legacies left by their mother, Elizabeth Leighton Lucas. As Cavendish 
describes her, Elizabeth Lucas was a true matriarch, a center around which her children 
gathered long after forming affinal ties: 
though two of my three Brothers were married, my Brother the Lord Lucas to a virtuous 
and beautiful Lady, Daughter to Sir Christopher Nevil, Son to the Lord Abergaverny [sic; 
Abergavenny], and my Brother Sir Thomas Lucas to a virtuous Lady of an antient 
Family, one Sir John Byron's Daughter; likewise, three of my four Sisters, one married Sir 
Peter Killingrew [sic; Killigrew], the other Sir William Walter, the third SirEdmund [sic] 
                                                
13 Historian John Walter, in his work on the Stour Valley riots in 1642 that began with the attack on St. John’s 
Abbey, maintains that John Lucas, upon his inheritance, “brought with it a responsibility to defend the family’s 
name and interests” in the Colchester area, as well as “his own heightened and aggressive sense of honour.” 
The impressive list of lawsuits that Lucas pursued against any infraction or perceived encroachment on the 
Lucas estate, from the harassment of servants by townspeople mining the Abbey for saltpeter to a dispute over 
whether or not land through which the town pumped water belonged to the Lucases, supports Walter’s 
assertion that John Lucas considered such aggressive prosecution a gallant defense of his family’s honor: “[t]he 
quintessential expression of the culture of honour was the duel, but in the changed circumstances of the early 
modern period it was becoming more often combat in the courts.” Understanding Popular Violence in the English 
Revolution, 91 & 94. Because the Lucases were the largest and wealthiest family in the countryside around the 
strongly independent and powerful burgh of Colchester, they frequently tangled with the burgh leaders over 
surrounding lands, and Walter suggests that this decades-long animosity helped motivate the destruction 





Pye, the fourth as yet unmarried, yet most of them lived with my Mother, especially when 
she was at her Country-house. . . . (NP 372) 
 
It is notable that Cavendish emphasizes the “virtuous” character and “antient Family” of her 
sisters-in-law and provides the honorifics for each of her brothers-in-law, their pedigrees and 
characters signifying their families’ commitments to a similar politics based on honorable birth 
and conduct. Most notable, however, is that the Lucas children, having made all these 
connections to various families – the Nevils, Byrons, Killigrews, and Pyes – nevertheless choose to 
reside with their mother at the Abbey whenever possible. 
Cavendish’s claim that, in antebellum London, “they were dispersed into several Houses of 
their own, yet for the most part they met every day” shows how ingrained this ethos of family 
unity was even in their mother’s absence (372).14 Although this collective grew to embrace the 
affinal relations of each Lucas child, Cavendish curiously stresses that her sisters in particular 
“had no familiar conversation or intimate acquaintance with the Families to which each other 
were link’t to by Marriage, the Family of the one being as great Strangers to the rest of my 
Brothers and Sisters, as the Family of the other” (373). The suggestion here is that the lineal 
family remains the focus for the Lucas women, portraying each affinal household as a separate 
and distinct spoke on a wheel whose center is the lineal family: atypical for aristocratic families, 
the relations between the Lucases’ affinal relations are not seen as essential connections.15 The 
                                                
14 Line Cottegnies notes that the Lucas children, “the members of this microsociety of perfect ladies and 
gentlemen” portrayed in “A true Relation,” “are hardly individualized and appear as almost interchangeable: 
‘eight children, three sons and five daughters . . . not any one crooked, or in any ways deformed, . . . but every 
ways proportionable’ (164).” “The ‘Native Tongue’ of the ‘Authoress’: The Mythical Structure of Margaret 
Cavendish’s Autobiographical Narrative,” in Authorial Conquests: Essays on Genre in the Writings of Margaret 
Cavendish, eds. Cottegnies and Nancy Weitz (Madison: Farleigh Dickinson Univ. Press, 2010), 111. 
 
15 “As women evolved from young brides into mature wives, most of them also developed friendship and 
patronage relations with their husbands’ nonresident, collateral kin and members of the local aristocracy.” 
Barbara Harris, English Aristocratic Women 1450-1550: Marriage and Family, Property and Careers (Oxford: Oxford 





lineal loyalty inculcated by her mother into her older brothers and sisters strengthens Cavendish’s 
case for her own investment in lineal politics when presenting a petition purportedly connected 
solely to her affinal family and its estates.  
Although noblewomen’s petitions were of crucial value to aristocratic familial politics 
under a mixed monarchy, Cavendish paradoxically emphasizes her reluctance to be a petitioner 
even though she celebrates her performance in Goldsmiths’ Hall.16 This equivocation reveals her 
uneasiness about any potential association between her petition and the rise of mass women’s 
petitions under the interregnum government. Whereas noblewomen had traditionally petitioned 
on behalf of their intimate and extended networks of lineal and affinal relations and friends, the 
interregnum witnessed a substantial rise in mass women’s petitions on behalf of trade, debtors, 
and religio-political sects: concerns that affected the livelihoods of the artisanal and lower ranks 
of society more than the aristocracy, which traditionally negotiated for benefits like strategic 
marriages, positions at court, and protection or acquisition of family property.17 Cavendish’s 
qualifications about petitioning that occur before the account of her particular hearing betray her 
                                                
16 For work on noblewomen’s petitions during the Yorkist, Tudor, and early Stuart periods, see: James 
Daybell, “Scripting a Female Voice: Women’s Epistolary Rhetoric in Sixteenth-Century Letters of Petition.” 
Women’s Writing 13, no. 1 (March 2006): 3-22 and Women Letter-Writers in Tudor England (Oxford: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 2006), Chapter 9; Lynne Magnusson, “A Rhetoric of Requests: Genre and Linguistic Scripts in 
Elizabethan Women’s Suitors’ Letters,” Women and Politics in Early Modern England, 1450-1700, ed. Daybell 
(Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate, 2004), 51-66; Harris, English Aristocratic Women, Chapters 8 and 9; Alison 
Thorne, “Women’s Petitionary Letters and Early Seventeenth-Century Treason Trials,” Women’s Writing 13, 1 
(2006): 23-43; and Frank Whigham, Ambition and Privilege: The Social Tropes of Elizabethan Courtesy Theory (Berkeley: 
Univ. of California Press, 1984) and “The Rhetoric of Elizabethan Suitors’ Letters,” PMLA 96 (October 1981): 
864-82.  
 
17 The most frequently studied women’s petitions were those presented in April and May 1649 asking 
parliament to free the four imprisoned leaders of the Leveller movement: John Lilburne, Richard Overton, 
William Walwyn, and Thomas Prince. See Ann Marie McEntee, “‘The [Un]Civill-Sisterhood of Oranges and 
Lemons’: Female Petitioners and Demonstraters, 1642-53,” Pamphlet Wars: Prose in the English Revolution, ed. 
James Holstun (London: Frank Cass, 1992), 92-111; Patricia Higgins, “The Reactions of Women with Special 
Reference to Women Petitioners,” in Politics, Religion, and the English Civil War, ed. Brian Manning (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1973), 179-224 at 200-206; and Ellen A. M’Arthur, “Women Petitioners and the Long 





concerns about becoming associated with this new form of petitioning and its degradation of an 
important aspect of aristocratic political culture. 
In order to prevent her readers from associating her petition with those of women of 
lower status, Cavendish preemptively denigrates these women in order to contrast her behavior 
with their own. Line Cottegnies has commented upon the “convoluted syntax” that conveys “the 
tension the text reveals” in the account of the petition, as Cavendish tries to dissociate herself 
from a particular kind of petitioner without reflecting poorly on her own petition and its 
significance in the text:18 
 indeed I did not stand as a beggar at the Parliament doore, for I never was at the   
 Parliament-House, nor stood I ever at the doore, as I do know, or can remember, I am  
 sure, not as a Petitioner, neither did I haunt the Committees, for I never was at any, as a  
 Petitioner, but one in my life, which was called Gold-smiths-Hall, but I received neither  
 gold nor silver from them, only an absolute refusal, I should have no share of my Lords  
 Estate. . . . (NP 379) 
 
The equivocation here arises from Cavendish’s knowledge of how politically important and 
respectable the petition used to be when practiced by elite men and women – the tradition in 
which she wants her petition to be understood – and its current degradation when delivered and 
received by people she considers politically corrupt and dishonorable in character. She pointedly 
references the non-elite status of the women petitioners with the word “beggar,” and her claim 
never to have “haunt[ed] the Committees” criticizes their common strategy of convening in a 
crowd at the doors of parliament to present their petitions and wait to receive an answer.19 Both 
royalist and parliamentary newsbooks responded to this sign of rising popular politics by 
caricaturing the women petitioners as sexually rapacious or overly masculine, asking parliament 
to “spare those Worthys for breeders” and portrayed these women as “Troopes of Amazons” adopting 
                                                
18 Cottegnies, “The ‘Native Tongue,’” 113. 
 





a “warlike posture” when convening outside parliament.20 Cavendish’s condemnations do not 
center on misogynistic discourse, however. Instead, she attacks these women in terms of rank, as 
seen above, and portrays them as grasping, opportunistic individuals who only seek personal 
gain, contrasting them with Cavendish’s collective, familial understanding of honorable conduct. 
 When Cavendish describes these women petitioners, she demonstrates how their selfish 
motives lead to undignified behavior that again both contrasts with, and denigrates, the 
traditional decorum that accompanied petitions between members of the aristocracy, the 
professional ranks, and the monarchy. The historical work of Barbara J. Harris, James Daybell, 
Lynne Magnusson, and others has noted that noblewomen, as well as men, drew upon popular 
rhetorical handbooks like Angel Day’s manual for writing epistles, The English Secretorie (1586), in 
order to increase their opportunities of succeeding when presenting petitions.21 Such letters of 
petition written by both noblemen and noblewomen often contained exaggerated statements of 
humility and deference to the person(s) petitioned, and noblewomen in particular relied upon 
ideas of feminine vulnerability and Christian duty to protect those most helpless, especially the 
widows and wives of imprisoned or disgraced men.22 The petitions that Elizabeth Leighton Lucas 
wrote to keep John Lucas’s primogenital inheritance intact after her husband’s death in 1625 
offer examples of this rhetorical style and provide a useful contrast to the kind of behavior and 
activity that her daughter criticizes in her autobiographical work. When Cavendish emphasizes 
                                                
20 The Man in the Moon, Discovering a World of Knavery under the Sunne (16-23 April 1649): 11, accessed 10 August 
2013, http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:165041; John Cleveland, Mercurius Pragmaticus (23-30 April 
1649), A2; Cleveland, Mercurius Pragmaticus (24 April-1 May 1649): Qqq 3v, accessed 10 August 2013, 
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:165064. These texts are discussed in McEntee, “‘The 
[Un]Civill-Sisterhood,’” 101-02.  
 
21 Daybell, Women Letter-Writers, 232-33.  
 





the impropriety of the women petitioners, therefore, she can assume her readers’ knowledge of 
the traditional rhetorical forms for both letters of petition and performed petitions and how the 
interregnum writers and presenters of mass petitions were moving away from those more 
decorous forms.  
 Cavendish’s portrayal of these mass female petitioners conveys a sense of chaos and 
disorder that only a lack of governmental authority and control could allow, upsetting not only 
the traditional exclusivity of petitioning among the aristocracy and educated classes but also 
social hierarchy itself. The interregnum government is the instigator that fills the power vacuum, 
caused by the exile and death of royalists and the murder of the king, with women of lesser status 
who are both chaotic and disorderly in their politicking: 
 but the Customes of England being changed as well as the Laws, where Women become 
Pleaders, Atturneys, Petitioners and the like, running about with their severall Causes,  
complaining of their severall grievances, exclaiming against their severall enemies, 
bragging of their severall favours they receive from the powerfull, thus Trafficking with 
idle words bring in false reports, and vain discourse . . . . (NP 380) 
 
“[S]everall” appears four times in this brief passage, emphasizing what Cavendish considers the 
separate, individual nature of these petitions, in contrast to the former standard of petitions as the 
sole purchase of the nobility, as well as the severing of the social fabric’s hierarchical ties. The 
word “favours” also emerges again, in a phrase that mocks the idea of the “powerfull” in a world 
where a noblewoman is less successful than these undignified women. They run about, complain, 
exclaim, brag, and traffic in gossip and lies, seeking gain primarily by destroying their perceived 
competition: “speaking much, as they do for the Preheminence of place, words rushing against 
words, thwarting and crossing each other, and pulling with reproches, striving to throw each 
other down with disgrace, thinking to advance themselves thereby” (380). The dishonor 
Cavendish perceives in these women trading insults stems from the same conviction that led her 




honorable reputation taint the insulter as well as the insulted. In a similar way, Cavendish’s 
honorably presented petition risks becoming tainted because it occurs in a time when a very 
different kind of women petitioner triumphs. Prefacing her petition with the narrative of her 
family proves her allegiance to an aristocratic conception of honor, aligning her with a decorous 
tradition of petitioning that distances her petition from those she condemns.  
Although it is true that Margaret Cavendish’s first political engagement with the usurping 
interregnum government requests access to her husband’s property, it does not follow that she is 
only “the representative voice of her husband” and his political beliefs when she stands before the 
committee in Goldsmiths’ Hall.23 Rhetorically, Cavendish’s account of the petition establishes 
her as the youngest and latest Lucas scion to participate in the family politics, and, in particular, 
dramatizes the scene to resemble her father’s loyalty to honor in his duel with William Brooke 
and resulting exile. The political efforts of her mother are present in this account of her petition, 
too, if less overtly. If we consider Cavendish’s title to be a delineation of the text’s structure, then 
her father’s lineage and his experience of dueling and exile (her “Birth”), and her mother’s 
emphasis on virtuous, principled conduct and a strong investment in improving the Lucas 
family’s status (her “Breeding”), contribute equally to her political identity, one born out by her 
own action as a petitioner and as an exile (her “Life”). Cavendish portrays both events as crucial 
tests of steadfastness and loyalty to honor before oppositional authorities, linking the two 
disparate actions of petitioning and dueling as similar political conflicts.  
                                                
23 Ibid. The parliamentary record for this event lists Margaret Cavendish as the petitioner and does not 
intimate that she petitions on her husband’s behalf: “MARGARET, the wife of WILLIAM, EARL OF 
NEWCASTLE, begs 1/5 of her husband's estate, sequestered for delinqueney [sic], according to the 
ordinances of Parliament, having no other means of livelihood. Noted as refused, he being an excepted person, 






This evidence is valuable not only for establishing that her honor is a familial, aristocratic 
one but also for contrasting her petition at Goldsmiths’ Hall with the majority of women 
petitioners during the late 1640s and early 1650s, women of lower status whose own petitions risk 
denigrating this formative political action that Cavendish insists on using for its traditional 
purposes of supporting an aristocratic, lineal politics. Because she petitions at a time when the 
political genre was no longer exclusively or even primarily an aristocratic practice, she relies 
heavily on the reputations of her parents and older siblings as proof of her proper political 
allegiance. Only then can she frame her petition as an extension of their politics and disavow the 
aims and practices of the women of lower rank who presented mass petitions to the interregnum 
government. The resonances with her father’s duel and her mother’s indoctrination of her 
children sets up the petition hearing to be a further demonstration of the Lucas’s collective honor 
and their willingness to sacrifice in order to promote an oppositional aristocratic politics.  
* 
 Cavendish publishes “A true Relation” in 1656, as the penultimate work in her folio 
Natures Pictures. The memoir, therefore, is very much a work defined by the interregnum. After 
the Restoration, Cavendish seeks patronage and support from the restored government of 
Charles II, a political climate in which the link between the act of petitioning and the aristocracy 
and gentry has been restored. The use that Cavendish makes of the petition as a political and 
rhetorical genre in her writings after publishing Natures Pictures suggests her realization of the 
power the petition could have as both a symbol and as a political genre easily woven into literary 
works. From Cavendish’s perspective, the petition encapsulated both the traditional values of an 




“the tool of revolutionaries” who deployed it on a mass scale.24 Julie Crawford has examined 
Cavendish’s dramatization of petitions in her 1662 folio Plays, which present “both proscriptive 
and descriptive” models of petitioning that “condemn the social-climbing of non-aristocratic 
women (and men) . . . [and] feature the petitions and political influence of noblewomen.”25 The 
creative freedom permitted when writing drama allows Cavendish to do what she could not in 
“A true Relation” (emphasis mine): that is, to present aristocratic female characters exhibiting 
“mastery of the art of subjection, and display[ing] the skill, and righteousness, of [their] own 
political machinations and desires”—and, ultimately, achieving their goals.26 Whereas her 
autobiographical memoir could only spin the virtues of her silence in a positive light, her Plays 
can feature noblewomen performing successful petitions without demeaning themselves before 
an undeserving authority, the better to serve Cavendish’s rhetorical and political purposes. Most 
often in her post-Restoration writings, that purpose was served by contrasting her exemplary 
scenes of petitioning with the system of political patronage and promotion in the post-
Restoration court of Charles II. Petitioning in real life may have been disappointing for 
Cavendish, but seizing upon the petition as a literary device provided her with a wealth of 
innovative possibilities for expressing her political judgments on the decline of the aristocratic 
politics of honor during the Restoration. 
 The petition remains an important oppositional political symbol for Cavendish primarily 
because Charles II, upon his Restoration, did not restore the mixed monarchies of his father and 
                                                
24 Julie Crawford, “‘Pleaders, Atturneys, Petitioners and the like’: Margaret Cavendish and the Dramatic 
Petition” in Women Players in England, 1500-1600: Beyond the All-Male Stage, ed. Pamela Allen Brown and Peter 
Parolin (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 241-60, at 243. 
 
25 Crawford, “‘Pleaders, Atturneys, Petitioners,’” 242. 
 





grandfather under which families like the Lucases and Cavendishes thrived.27 The benefits that 
Cavendish and her lineal and affinal families clearly anticipated with the return of a Stuart to the 
throne did not materialize, a crushing disappointment for most royalists and supporters of a 
strong mixed monarchy. Pamphlets lamenting the treatment of royalists had circulated 
pamphlets as early as 1661, including Roger L’Estrange’s A Caveat to the Cavaliers and the 
anonymous published petition An Humble Representation of the Sad Condition of Many of the King’s 
Party.28 This latter piece concludes with a list of eleven requests, chief among them “[t]hat the 
greatest Services may be most rewarded” and “[t]hat such as shall appear to have unworthily 
betraied, or any waies, deserted his Majesties party, may be, from thence, wholy, excluded.”29 
The petition requests nothing less than a complete reversal of Charles’s shrewd, if ethically 
questionable, method of protecting his kingship; in order to secure the allegiance of influential 
former parliamentarians who had been instrumental in his restoration, the king had promoted 
many of them to his highest, most lucrative offices at court, a potent source of discontent for 
royalists who had sacrificed much, if not all, for the return of the monarchy.30 The Cavendishes 
themselves left London in the autumn of 1660 in a not-so-subtle expression of their discontent, 
choosing to settle in the north and restore the Cavendish estates rather than be neglected 
                                                
27 A helpful book on the politics of the Restoration is Keeble, The Restoration. 
 
28   L’Estrange, A Caveat to the Cavaliers: Or an Antidote Against Mistaken Coridals: Dedicated to the Author of A Cordial for 
the Cavaliers (London, 1661), accessed 11 August 2013, 
http://gateway.proquest.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:64324; and Anon., An Humble Representation of the Sad Condition of 
Many of the King’s Party, Who Since His Majesties Happy Restauration Have No Relief, and But Languishing Hopes. Together, 
With Proposals how some of them may be speedily relieved, and others assured thereof, within a reasonable time. (Printed for A. 
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hangers-on at the new Stuart court.31 As the daughter of an honorable exile and a former 
honorable exile herself, Margaret Cavendish had already practiced strategies of response to 
political disappointment and marginalization; although both Cavendishes were clearly surprised 
and disappointed by the failure of their fortunes to improve after the Restoration, Margaret’s 
experience of promoting her lineal family politics and recasting her unsuccessful 1651 petition in 
“A true Relation” served her well in this new political era. By moving away from memoir and 
into fiction, however, she was able to move away from the limitations of autobiography and 
biography as genres and attempt other ways of politicking in her writings. 
* 
 
A New Context for Honorable Exile: The Blazing World’s Petition Scene 
 In The Blazing World, Cavendish creates a work perhaps best characterized as a veritable 
stew of genres: utopia, romance, proto-science fiction, scientific treatise, autobiography, 
biography, and petition. However, in her preface to the reader included in the first edition of the 
work – included near the end of the 1666 folio Observations upon Experimental Philosophy – Cavendish 
delineates only three sections: “the first part whereof is romancical, the second philosophical, and 
the third is merely fancy, or (as I may call it) fantastical” (124; author’s emphasis).32 Due to their 
                                                
31 William Cavendish heard from Charles himself before returning to England that the Master of the Horse, a 
high office that suited his love of, and skill in, horsemanship, would go to George Monck, former 
parliamentarian general and soon to be duke of Albermarle. Upon leaving the court, Cavendish felt it 
necessary to dispel the rumors of his discontent in a statement to the king; despite this denial of ill will, his 
disappointment, and his wife’s, was severe. Geoffrey Trease, Portrait of a Cavalier: William Cavendish, first Duke of 
Newcastle (New York: Taplinger Publishing Co., 1979), 180, 183-84. Decamping to the countryside had been a 
method of expressing opposition throughout the Tudor and early Stuart period, perhaps best known in the 
case of the Sidneys at Wilton, where Sir Philip composed The Old Arcadia and Mary Sidney Herbert, countess of 
Pembroke, supervised an intellectual and distinctly protestant coterie.  
 
32 All citations of Cavendish in this section are from The Blazing World, ed. Lilley (1992). Italics Cavendish’s. 





familiar conventions, the romance plot and the philosophical section are relatively easy to 
identify. The romance section introduces the reader to a Lady who is abducted from her father’s 
home by an enamored foreign merchant. He and his accomplices freeze to death when they sail 
into the Arctic, but the Lady’s inner light of beauty and virtue preserves her as she sails out of her 
world and into the Blazing World of the title. There, she is found by strange creatures with skin 
of all colors of the rainbow, animal-human hybrids including fox-men and bear-men that take 
her to their Emperor in the capital city of Paradise. Soon after her marriage to the smitten 
Emperor, the newly crowned Empress begins the second, philosophical part of the tale by 
convening her subjects to explain the political and physical make-up of her new realm. Different 
species inform her about various natural and political phenomena; the bear-men, for instance, 
are her experimental philosophers, the ape-men her chemists, lice-men her politicians.33 In these 
two sections, therefore, the Empress demonstrates two ways in which a woman can exert political 
power: as absolute monarch and as a master empiricist who can control her world by 
understanding its building blocks. Cavendish merges these diverse genres, therefore, in order to 
show her intended audience of “all Noble and Worthy Ladies” multiple means of usurping 
traditionally male political power.   
 If Cavendish uses romance to show how a beautiful woman can achieve political power 
through marriage, and the philosophical debates to show how that woman can extend her power 
by understanding the realm she rules, she uses the fantastical section that contains the petition to 
demonstrate how the literary imagination can create unconventional spaces for political power. 
                                                
33 E.g., Catherine Gallagher, “Embracing the Absolute: The Politics of the Female Subject in Seventeenth-
Century England,” Genders 1 (Spring 1988): 24-39; Geraldine Wagner, “Romancing Multiplicity: Female 
Subjectivity and the Body Divisible in Margaret Cavendish’s Blazing World.” Early Modern Literary Studies 9, 1 
(May 2003): 1.1-59; Sharon Seelig, Autobiography and Gender in Early Modern England, Chapter 6; and Angus 





Even though Cavendish places the fantastical section last, she uses it to outline the creative 
process that produced The Blazing World in the first place. When the Empress decides she wants to 
create her own religious cabbala, her attendants of immaterial spirits recommend that she consult 
the Duchess of Newcastle as a scribe.34 Cavendish thus uses not only multiple genres to explore 
political power but also a “multiplicity of subjectivities” to create multiple allegorical 
representations of herself: Cavendish as absolute monarch, Cavendish as natural philosopher, 
Cavendish as post-exilic duchess of Newcastle.35 The Empress and the Duchess commune with 
each other as ethereal spirits rather than with physical bodies, and this purely spiritual interaction 
enables them to create their own fictional worlds of the mind, in which each woman is an 
absolute monarch ruling handcrafted subjects. After the Empress tires of her perfect mental and 
physical existence, she expresses an interest in seeing the fictional England in which the Duchess 
lives. Cavendish thus shifts back into the man’s world of Restoration England, as the women’s 
immaterial souls emerge from their bodies to visit first London’s court and theater and then move 
north to converse with the fictional Duke of Newcastle in his greatly reduced Nottinghamshire 
estate, Welbeck Abbey. Cavendish introduces this fictionalized version of her life during the 
Restoration to contrast the absolute power that she imagines and her reality. In so doing, she 
enters a more autobiographical realm where she can revisit her political strategies as outlined in 
her memoir and re-evaluate them in a Restoration context.   
                                                
34 See Jonathan Goldberg, “Margaret Cavendish, Scribe,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 10 (2004): 
433-52, passim.  
 
35 Catherine Gallagher, “Embracing the Absolute,” 31. As I mention in n4, “The Duchess” and “the Duke” 
refer to the fictional representations of Margaret and William Cavendish in The Blazing World. The characters 
should not be considered exact representations of the real duke and duchess of Newcastle, whose titles will 





The petition hearing in the Blazing World on the Duke’s behalf is the last major event in 
the first half of The Blazing World, which ends when the Empress and Duchess’s Platonic souls 
finally part so that each can return to the quotidian demands and pleasures of their separate 
worlds. The scene proper begins when the Duchess asks her friend to arrange a hearing before 
an assembly so that she and Fortune can petition Truth on behalf of the fictional Duke of 
Newcastle. Portrayed as the last-minute thought of the Duchess before her friend the Empress 
leaves her company, the petition scene is an anomaly both generically and in terms of the plot, 
and Cavendish portrays it as a marked digression: “but before the Empress returned into the 
Blazing World, the Duchess desired a favour of her, to wit, that she would be pleased to make an 
agreement between her noble lord, and Fortune” (195). Cavendish draws clear parallels between 
the structure of this petition and her appearance before the committee for compounding as 
depicted in her memoir. First, the Duchess delivers the petition on her husband’s behalf and also 
in his absence, since the hearing occurs in the Blazing World before the audience of immaterial 
spirits. Second, Cavendish soon reveals that the hearing serves as a forum not for redress but 
instead as a means of voicing her politics in the face of opposition. Although the Duchess claims 
that reconciliation is her goal, the Empress voices Cavendish’s own opinion that “an impartial 
judge, is a thing so difficult, that I doubt we shall hardly find one; for there is none to be had 
neither in nature, nor in Hell, but only from Heaven” (195-96). Kate Lilley claims that this scene 
is “the favorable fictional rewriting” of the 1651 petition because Cavendish’s “fictional 
counterpart supplies the missing defence” and thus gives voice to the thoughts that Cavendish 
kept silent in 1651.36 I suggest that Cavendish does this and more in a scene that deliberately 
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resurrects the past to show how present Restoration politics in many ways remain the same. She 
pointedly celebrates how the Duke has retained his honor only by refusing to follow Fortune’s 
shifting allegiances in her speech: “he could not trust Fortune with that which he preferred above 
his life, which was his reputation, by reason Fortune did not side with those that were honest and 
honourable, but renounced them” (195). 
 During the hearing itself, the Duchess’s soul and Fortune trade speeches, and each 
woman also selects two allegorical female figures to speak on behalf of her cause: Prudence and 
Honesty for the protagonist, and Rashness and Folly for the antagonistic Fortune. The Empress 
suggests this structure after she has rejected the Duchess’s suggestion to hire an attorney to 
represent the Duke on the grounds that Fortune would only bribe her way to victory. According 
to the Empress, “the best way will be for the Duke to choose a friend on his side, and let Fortune 
choose another” (195). The Duchess and Fortune actually enlist two friends each, but Cavendish 
has the Empress mention only one friend to mimic the traditional two-person team of a duel, a 
purportedly satisfactory means of resolving questions of honor. These principals and their 
seconds (and thirds) will use speeches, rather than swords, to spar, and the petitioners invoke 
martial language that incorporates the terminology of the duel along with its structure. When the 
Duchess rebuts Fortune’s accusation that the duke “did fight against me,” however, she 
characterizes Fortune not only as the instigator of the conflict but also as a figure who abuses her 
power and rejects the laws of honor on which dueling is structured:  
Fortune did not only declare herself his open enemy, but fought with him in several 
battles; nay, many times, hand to hand; at last, she being a powerful princess, and as some 
believe, a deity, overcame him, and cast him into a banishment, where she kept him in 
                                                                                                                                                       
scene as a rewriting of the petition itself; as the allusions to her lineal family demonstrate, Cavendish is 
rewriting the account of her petition from “A true Relation” and its foregrounding in the impact that her father’s 





great misery, ruined his estate, and took away from him most of his friends; . . . (197; my 
italics).  
 
The Duchess thus describes not just any duel and its outcome but the specific story of Thomas 
Lucas’s duel and its aftermath as portrayed in “A true Relation.” Both Thomas Lucas and 
William Cavendish experienced the misery and isolation of exile, and they both lost property – 
Cavendish had property sequestered and destroyed, whereas Thomas Lucas faced the difficulty 
of establishing his heir when his fiancée bore their son out of wedlock. The fictional Duke is 
banished by a “powerful princess,” however, a detail that confirms that Cavendish filters her 
father’s story through this allegorical tale that features a recognizable portrait of her husband. 
Her husband and her father have been integrated into a single character who her allegorical 
avatar defends through her petition. 
 Cavendish thus uses allegory to develop a character capable of representing both the past 
in Thomas Lucas, and the present in William Cavendish. Prior to this moment in The Blazing 
World, the Duke was easily identifiable as a fictional representation of the duke of Newcastle: he 
lives in the Cavendish estate of Welbeck Abbey, and he suffers loss because of the “long Civil 
War in that kingdom,” losses that “did amount to above half a million of pounds” (193).37 In the 
petition, however, Margaret Cavendish universalizes this experience in order to speak both for 
her husband and for her father as she purportedly did in 1651 when she petitioned for her 
husband’s property in the hopes of assisting her lineage as well. She transforms the Duke into an 
allegorical character with enough biographical information to connect Thomas Lucas and 
William Cavendish. As a result, Cavendish establishes a political and narrative continuity 
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between the Tudor and early Stuart reigns and the Restoration. The allegorical figure of her 
husband embodies the same positive qualities that made her father the epitome of “a Gentleman, 
which Title is grounded and given by Merit, not by Princes; and ’tis the act of Time, not Favour” 
(368). Through allegory, she evokes the separate but parallel stories of her father and her 
husband in one character, folding in enough historical circumstance to make her father’s more 
subtle presence clear while insisting that these two men exhibit the kind of honor that is 
ahistorical.  
 In her rebuttal to Fortune’s opening speech, the Duchess rejects her antagonist’s portrait 
of the Duke as someone who has slighted Fortune’s favor and instead recasts him as compelled to 
prefer other “women,” or feminized moral attributes, in order to preserve his treasured 
reputation as an honorable man. Fortune claims that the Duke “hath always been my enemy; for 
he has preferred Honesty and Prudence before me, and slighted all my favours” (197). Honesty 
and Prudence, fittingly the two figures that speak alongside the Duchess on the Duke’s behalf, 
stand both for positive characteristics that a skilled petitioner should possess and for the 
importance of collectivity and kinship networks in the aristocratic politics that Cavendish 
promotes. Further allusions shift the emphasis of Thomas Lucas’s duel away from the death of 
William Brooke and onto the threat to Lucas’s honor that made the duel necessary. If we 
consider the definition of “injure” that means to insult or to slander another person,38 the 
Duchess’s claim that the Duke “did never in the least endeavour to disoblige any of her 
favourites” and “did never injure any of those she favoured” is consistent with Cavendish’s 
insistence that her father killed Brooke because he had no choice but “to question [Brooke] for 
an injury he did him” (NP 368). This connotation again links the references to dueling to the 
                                                





world of petitions, as a physical injury is recast as a verbal and rhetorical one that demands an 
equally verbal response. By transforming the Duke into an allegorical character warring against 
Fortune rather than a more specific antagonist such as Cromwell or Charles II, Cavendish 
creates a scenario that can fit both her father and her husband. Since she does not directly insult 
the king, moreover, she allows for the possibility of returning to his good graces. 
 The Duchess, a character with obvious biographical similarities to the duchess of 
Newcastle, not only describes a conflict between her husband and Fortune but also participates in 
her own contest with the mutable and fickle figure. Although Fortune easily appears to be an 
expedient allegorical stand-in for Charles II, the choice of Fortune evokes “the grim presence of 
Fate, with its incomprehensible decrees” and “the rule of Fortuna, goddess of luck and chance” 
among those loyal to a politics of honor.39 By staging the argument against Fortune, Cavendish 
picks a fight with a higher and more formidable authority than Charles II. In the process, she 
once again aligns her politics of honor as one that is ultimately loyal to honorable conduct, and 
not, as her oppositional stance demonstrates, a blind devotion to the reigning monarch. 
 If the dueling references focus on the courage to face fortune’s assaults with one’s honor 
intact, the speech delivered by Honesty on behalf of the Duke focuses on how honorable people 
learn such values. Teaching the values of loyalty and valor was typically the occupation of 
noblewomen like Elizabeth Lucas. As Deborah Boyle’s examination of Cavendish’s political and 
moral beliefs points out, honesty, according to seventeenth century definitions, primarily referred 
either to a woman’s chastity or to “[h]onour gained by action or conduct; reputation, credit, 
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good name.”40 The content of Honesty’s speech and its emphasis on raising the Duke to behave 
honorably confirms Cavendish’s use of the latter here. To present her case, Honesty boldly and 
somewhat rudely interrupts her ally Prudence in her speech, cutting off her graceful and gracious 
claim to be “an humble and devout supplicant” in order to “propound the case plainly and truly” 
as befits Honesty (199). “I came not here . . . to hear Fortune flattered,” she states frankly in her 
opening words, and then claims her right to petition as an intercessor for Duke, who, “I’ll have 
you know . . . was and is my foster-son:” 
for I Honesty bred him from his childhood, and made a perpetual friendship betwixt him  
and Gratitude, Charity and Generosity; and put him to school to Prudence, who taught  
him wisdom, and informed him in the rules of Temperance, Patience, Justice, and the  
like; then I put him into the University of Honour, where he learned all honourable  
qualities, arts, and sciences; afterward I sent him to travel through the world of actions,  
and made Observation his governor; and in those Travels, he contracted a friendship  
with Experience; all which made him fit for Heaven’s Blessings and Fortune’s favours. . . .   
(199) 
 
Although the Duke receives many of his laudable qualities when in exclusively male pursuits like 
studying at university or traveling abroad, Honesty emphasizes her role with a series of active 
phrases: “I Honesty bred,” “I put him,” “I sent him.” The crucial task of educating children to 
respect and adhere to a politics of honor was given to aristocratic women like Elizabeth Lucas, 
but not always recognized as so intimately connected to the success of those politics. Cavendish, 
attempting in her own right to educate her readers about the value of her political perspective, 
baldly states the connection here so that they will also recognize the important contributions of 
elite mothers to the survival of a lineal politics of honor. She is thus a foster-mother herself as she 
attempts to educate her readers in the value of her chosen political allegiances. In this sense, her 
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work has more in common with her mother’s politically-motivated duties than might initially be 
apparent.  
 While incorporating these aspects of her parents’ histories to flesh out the honorable 
petitioners, Cavendish also retains the scathing portrayal of proscriptive petitioners from “A true 
Relation.” One of Cavendish’s accomplishments in scripting the speeches of Fortune and her 
associates, Rashness and Folly, is her ability to present a satire of lower-class women seizing 
power from the nobility while presenting a strong network of elite women presenting a coherent 
and persuasive petition. Placed side by side, the speeches of the Duchess, Prudence, and Honesty 
and those of Fortune, Rashness, and Folly, starkly reveal to readers the differences between the 
comportment and skills of female mass petitioners during the interregnum with an elite network 
of noblewomen petitioning as intercessors for an archetype of aristocratic honor. When Rashness 
and Folly speak “so thick and fast at once, that not only the assembly, but themselves were not 
able to understand each other,” Cavendish is recreating her images of London’s female 
petitioners “thwarting and crossing each other” in a fictional setting (198).41 Folly, in particular, 
represents a woman utterly unlearned in petitionary rhetoric with a speech “so foolish, mixed 
with such nonsense, that none knew what to make of it; besides, it was so tedious, that Fortune 
bid her to be silent” (198). The opposite of elegant, reasoned, and persuasive rhetoric, Folly’s 
speech is such drivel that Cavendish refuses even to record it.  
 Cavendish allows that the possession of both Rashness and Folly will result in a friendship 
with Fortune, but this apparent gain comes with the loss of honor and respectability, and a more 
than passing resemblance to the satirical parliament of ladies who, after the Restoration, are not 
simply satirical but also the ridiculous symbols of the lost cause of republican government. As 
                                                





Cavendish portrays them, however, they also represent the kind of petitioner who succeeds at the 
court of Charles II, at the expense of her and her husband. She quotes William Cavendish in her 
biography of him:  
I have heard my Lord say, That bold soliciting and intruding men, shall gain more by  
their importunate Petitions, then modest honest men shall get by silence (as being loath to  
offend, or be too troublesome) both in the manner and matter of their requests: The  
reason is, said he, That Great Princes will rather grant sometimes an unreasonable suit,  
then be tired with frequent Petitions, and hindered from their ordinary Pleasures; And  
when I asked my Lord, whether the Grants of such importunate suits were fitly and  
properly placed? He answered, Not so well as those that are placed upon due  
consideration, and upon trial and proof.42 
 
Folly and Rashness are these “bold soliciting and intruding men” both feminized and demonized. 
Their assaults against the Duke are a sign that the women mass petitioners of the interregnum 
have been replaced by the former parliamentarian leaders and merchant capitalists whose power 
and money are indispensable to Charles, but whose lack of honor and unprincipled ambitions 
overshadow the skilled petitioners who follow the ethical rules of an earlier politics losing its 
influence on the English monarchy. There is continuity between the characterization of female 
petitioners in “A true Relation” and the symbolic and allegorical representations of improper 
petitioners in The Blazing World, but Cavendish dwells less on her attacks on proscriptive petitions 
in the later text than she does in her memoir. This is indicative of Cavendish’s post-Restoration 
confidence in the petition as an acceptable symbol for her political opposition; she clearly feels 
less need to defend the petition as an honorable act in the Blazing World scene and, in fact, alludes 
to dueling in order to portray petitioning as a far more honorable act than people realize. Unlike 
in “A true Relation,” Rashness and Folly are easily ridiculed and quickly negated. As a result, 
Cavendish can concentrate her efforts on portraying the kind of political actors she wants in 
power, rather than wasting her energy describing those whose political influence she abhors. 
                                                





Offended by Honesty’s plain speech, Fortune leaves the assembly before Truth can deliver a 
verdict, leaving the ill will between her and the Duke intact. The scene does not end so much as 
trail off, as Cavendish moves the plot forward; although the allegorical scene comes to no more 
satisfying conclusion than that in Goldsmiths’ Hall in 1651, the Duke’s misfortunes are not 
mentioned again.  
 Although it is clear that Cavendish is revisiting “A true Relation” in this scene, it is not 
immediately clear why she makes the particular changes that she does. One might expect, for 
starters, that the fictional petition would succeed; instead, the breach between the Duke and 
Fortune is not healed, and the latter party leaves the premises in a huff. Even after recognizing 
the allusions to “A true Relation,” however, the ways in which Cavendish deploys them again 
seem counterintuitive. If the presence of her lineal family in “A true Relation” served to root her 
political activity in an aristocratic political tradition of honor, her lineal family here is barely 
visible, noticeable only to readers who have read the first text. Thomas and Elizabeth Leighton 
Lucas are only present in so far as their actions, which are performed by allegorical or archetypal 
characters. Honesty’s claim to be the Duke’s foster-mother and to have educated him is the only 
positive mention of a character’s heritage throughout The Blazing World; in the second part of the 
work, the Duchess pointedly asks the Empress why she does not assist her family in her 
homeland, to which the Empress replies that “she loved her native country and her own family . . 
. and that this was the reason why she would not enrich them,” because the riches would drive 
her family and the rest of the nation mad with envy, and wars would erupt as they all fought over 
the riches she might bestow (217). This comment should not be taken as Cavendish’s personal 
objection to assist her lineal family materially in her real life; however, this sentiment of the 
Empress, coupled with the fact that neither her family nor the Duchess’s is described or 




so prominent in The Blazing World. The details that recall Thomas and Elizabeth Lucas’s actions 
in the petition scene, therefore, are all the more surprising, even though the people who once 
performed them are not named.   
 What we do see in this scene, I suggest, is a condensed and more universal restating of 
Cavendish’s political ethics, which remain indebted to her lineal family and her first political act 
as a petitioner, but must be expressed differently to accommodate the decline of the Lucases in 
particular and the political authority associated with the lineal family in the post-Restoration 
government. The specific biographical and autobiographical moments that Cavendish described 
in “A true Relation” become the material with which she produces a scene that articulates one of 
the central themes of The Blazing World, the ability of elite women to participate successfully in an 
aristocratic political tradition of honor. In a text that experiments with forms of political activism 
for elite women, the petition scene emphasizes more traditional, realistic methods like the 
petition or the education of children while presenting them in a rather fantastic guise. Given her 
earlier portraits of her lineal family’s actions and her own petition as model examples of honor 
politics, it is hardly surprising that Cavendish draws upon these events to formulate this 
principled expression of dissent. For it is dissent with Charles’s Restoration court that is thinly 
veiled by the allegorical scene here. The Duchess’s failure to reconcile her husband with Fortune 
is portrayed as evidence of his loyalty to honor even if it costs him Fortune’s favor, or, rather, 
favor at the king’s court, populated with former parliamentarians and multiple mistresses. This 
honor is confirmed by Honesty’s relation of the Duke’s upbringing under her care. The speeches 
of the Duchess and her companions portray the wisdom and persuasiveness with which 
noblewomen can participate in political discourse, whereas Fortune and her allies recall the 
women whose mass petitions during the interregnum so affronted Cavendish’s idea of honorable 




not by redeeming it – she had already argued that silence was a virtue in 1651 – but by giving 
her the opportunity to show off her own rhetorical skills while ridiculing those she imagines came 
from the mouths of those inappropriate petitioners from the interregnum. This articulated 
empowerment uses her former account of her parents’ actions without referring to her parents 
themselves precisely because Cavendish no longer needs to rely on their honor in order to prove 
or augment her own. As a scion, it is her job now to embody those qualities that her parents both 
displayed and also instilled in her. For Cavendish, keeping the importance of inherited politics 
relevant no longer entails writing her family history; instead, it means promoting herself as the 
person who carries that history through her own actions, or those of the autobiographical and 
allegorical creations in her fiction.  
 The absence of resolution in this scene, which ends when Fortune angrily storms off 
before Truth can deliver a judgment, indicates that Cavendish ultimately presents the Duke’s 
petition for the reader’s adjudication. She does so with a particular conclusion in mind: that 
Fortune is not worth courting at the sacrifice of one’s honor and that the Duke, the Duchess, and 
her companions adhere to a politics that celebrates that honor and are therefore skilled 
petitioners and honorable members of society. Fortune’s favoritism of others is unjust and wrong, 
and the obvious parallels to Charles II suggests that he, too, has ignored the very people he 
should be investing with political authority. Although these conclusions are easily drawn, 
however, they are not Cavendish’s only motivations behind this petition scene. In rewriting the 
lineal family history and its culmination in her 1651 petition account in “A true Relation,” 
Margaret Cavendish incorporates her parents’ deeds into a scene that presents all kinds of 
potential political power both available and unavailable to elite women. She has made the 
petition her own through the ways in which she uses it to convey political meaning throughout 




with an autobiography similar to her own, Cavendish acknowledges the importance of her lineal 
political tradition to her own conception of politics while acknowledging that its dissemination 
has previously depended too much on the survival of her family. In the wake of the loss of several 
siblings, her mother, and her family seat, Cavendish realizes that her writings need to move 
beyond the celebration of lineage in “A true Relation” in order to be more effective in a political 
climate where the association of lineage with honor and political authority was weakening. 
Cavendish’s role as a scion, due to the near obliteration of her lineal family, changes dramatically 
between the texts. Rather than relying on her family’s virtues to validate her own, she relies on 
her notoriety to transmit her lineal family politics not to the next generation of Lucases but to her 
contemporary readers and to posterity.  
 I would like to suggest that we as Cavendish scholars may benefit from reconsidering 
Margaret Cavendish’s extensive use of her husband in her writings and her claims of singularity, 
in light of a greater understanding of the importance of her lineal family to her conception of 
politics and to her generic choices in her writings. It certainly appears, at a superficial glance, 
that the petition scene in The Blazing World subsumes her lineal family as historical figures for 
William Cavendish, since the scene revolves around the Duchess’s petition on behalf of her 
husband, the Duke. As I hope that my reading has demonstrated, however, the impact of her 
lineal family – its political actions and its precipitous decline because of the wars and interregnum 
– on Cavendish’s ideas about politics and about the importance of familial connections was 
neither erased nor replaced by her marriage. As Honesty’s education of the Duke in the petition 
scene demonstrates, Cavendish was intensely aware that her mother’s political indoctrination of 
her children created a throughline to her first meeting with William Cavendish in France; her 
belief in the politics of honor corresponded to his own, and her decision to serve as maid of 




archetypal image of a gallant Cavalier. The values of Thomas and Elizabeth Lucas, passed onto 
their children, therefore played a significant part in this marriage of true minds and the 
publications that arose out of this association. 
 We can also see her claims of singularity both as a way of defining herself within the 
collective political unit of her lineal family, especially in “A true Relation,” and as a practice in 
her later writings that stems from her assessment of the weakening power of lineal claims in the 
post-Restoration court. Critics have noted Cavendish’s removal of “A true Relation” from the 
revised edition of Natures Pictures published in 1671. Sara Mendelson, for instance, claims that 
“Cavendish stopped trying to establish a linear narrative of the events of her own life” in order to 
test “the autobiographical possibilities of other formats to construct a series of parallel selves 
whose attributes were not restricted by the limitations of autobiography as a genre.”43 If we also 
take into account her narrative of her lineal family, then the incorporation of events from the 
Lucases’ history into the Duchess’s petitioning shows a collapsing of temporal distance, a useful 
strategy for Cavendish to make the point that, despite the return of the monarchy, the most 
suitable aristocratic families remain marginalized and excluded from the seats of power.  
Cavendish’s objections to Charles II’s refusal to answer her and her husband’s petitions 
for financial and political compensation are not solely based on a wish for money and influence, 
however. Rather, she disputes the king’s divergence from the politics of honor with which she 
was raised, and this explains the swiftness with which she denounces Charles when he deviates 
from implementing this aristocratic conception of honor in positions at court. Her ultimate 
loyalty, as she makes clear in “A true Relation,” is to this aristocratic, family-centered politics of 
honor, and not to its increasingly imperfect manifestation in the Stuart monarchy. Her loyalty 
                                                





translates into royalism in her memoir, therefore, because the family thrived under James VI & I, 
and especially Charles I, not because they were inherently loyal to the monarchy itself.44 The 
insertion of a fictionalized, allegorical representation of her 1651 petition in The Blazing World 
makes it clear that Cavendish perceives that the decline of honor politics in the interregnum 
government continues despite the return of Charles Stuart to the throne and thus denies his most 
worthy and honorable subjects their deserved right to exercise power. In witnessing her 
monarch’s neglect of the principles of his father and grandfather, Cavendish perceived that her 
former reliance on, and promotion of, her lineal family (the source of her political principles in 
“A true Relation”) had lost some of its argumentative power in the new political climate. 
Charles’s neglect of the most prominent political dynasties of the past and his favoritism of rising 
merchant capitalists and former parliamentarians compels Cavendish to conceive of new 
methods of promoting a traditionally lineal, familial politics. Instead of returning to memoir and 
the chronicle of her devastated family’s sacrifices for the king’s cause, her post-Restoration 
strategy in her political writings is to explore ways of communicating the same ideas through 
fiction. 
 In her use of the petition in the Blazing World scene, Cavendish takes a chance event from 
her history and cements it as a powerful political symbol in her writings, claiming the petition as 
a technology of redress both deeply associated with her political self-conception and its strong 
associations with elite women exercising power for their benefit and for the benefit of their 
familial connections. Petitioning had been a rhetorically performative act of great utility for many 
noblewomen in the Tudor and early Stuart periods.45 Delivered in letters or in intimate 
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conversation to relations or to influential members of court, petitions were the genre through 
which aristocratic women arranged marriages that improved the standing of their families, 
negotiated for positions at court for themselves or for their kin, and also pleaded on behalf of 
those in dire straits.46 In portraying the petition as her chosen political technology, she seeks to 
align her political activism with the tradition’s associations with the familial and with the written 
and performed word. By writing about her 1651 petition in “A true Relation” and by staging 
petitions in the Blazing World scene, Cavendish ultimately petitions her readers, persuading them 
with skilled and forceful rhetoric of the continued relevance of the political beliefs of her lineal 
family that she, as its conscientious scion, promotes through her writings. 
 The petition scene in The Blazing World, I suggest, is thus a microcosmic revision of the 
first half of “A true Relation” up to Cavendish’s appearance before the Committee for 
Compounding, a revision that emphasizes the virtues of the petition as a traditionally aristocratic 
and peaceful negotiation of power that arises from a lineal political tradition but equally 
emphasizes the particular skill of the individual speaker. Within the more transparent 
transposition of the act of petitioning, the scene rehearses the Lucases’ political principles that 
Cavendish delineates in her earlier memoir, but the plot details that allude to the more detailed 
histories of her father’s honorable exile under Elizabeth I and her mother’s role as educator and 
disseminator of these political principles to the Lucas children are not explicitly linked to 
Cavendish’s parents and their biographies. Her seamless incorporation of her parents’ honorable 
actions into the fictional female characters who present the petition portrays a generational shift 
in which Cavendish subtly recognizes her debt to her lineal family while presenting the petition, 
closely allied with her own political history and identity, as no longer reliant on the Lucas 
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credentials, as it were, and significant in its own right. She has moved beyond the rhetorical need 
to foreground her own political act with the narrative of her parents’ and older siblings’ political 
engagements, as she does in “A true Relation.” This progression, in which Cavendish 
disseminates the political principles that she has inherited from her lineal family first in their 
name and then in her own, is not so much a teleological movement away from her family and 
towards an individual or independent selfhood as a self-promotion that continues to highlight the 
value of her lineally inherited politics. She is the scion who proves the worth of her familial 
politics, while realizing that the politics must take precedence over the family in her arguments if 




 Although scholars have recognized Cavendish’s investment in her lineal family history in 
“A true Relation,” they have widely overlooked how she portrays her own political values as an 
extension of that history. As a result, we have not recognized how she continues to promote her 
affinal family beyond the interregnum memoir. While it is certainly true that the presence of the 
Lucas family is not as easily perceived in The Blazing World as it is in “A true Relation,” it is 
equally the case that they are there, incorporated into the autobiographical amalgams of 
Cavendish who populate The Blazing World. The Duchess wields her petitions as skillfully as 
Elizabeth Lucas once did to preserve her family’s inheritance, and her allegorical companions 
serve as dutiful seconds for a verbal joust that recalls Thomas Lucas’s fateful duel. Once we 
recognize the petition scene in The Blazing World as an encapsulation of Lucas political values and 
its effect on Cavendish’s 1651 petition, the later, fictionalized petition becomes an expression of 




unsentimental nostalgia through which Cavendish redresses the losses within her family by 
resurrecting their political values in the allegorical figures of the Duke and Duchess. Not only 
does Cavendish imbue the Duke and Duchess with the character qualities of Thomas and 
Elizabeth Lucas, but Cavendish also elevates her gentry parents to her husband’s aristocratic 
rank. 
 Cavendish does not limit her focus on family petitions to these two works. Rather, she 
references her lineal family throughout her Restoration writings, holding particular members up 
as exemplars of virtue. For instance, the character of Sir Thomas Father Love in her 1662 play 
Youths Glory Deaths Banquet dramatizes “the fantasy of what might have happened had Thomas 
Lucas lived long enough to direct his daughter Margaret’s education.”47 More significantly, in 
her 1664 quasi-autobiographical work CCXI Sociable Letters, Cavendish includes two letters to her 
sisters Catherine Pye and Anne Lucas in which she argues the pros and cons of each sister’s 
choice to marry and not to marry, respectively.48 Although she acknowledges the joys of married 
life that she and her sister Pye share, Cavendish also writes in the letter to her maiden sister, “the 
Safest Way is to Live a Single Life, for all Wives, if they be not Slaves, yet they are Servants, 
although to be a Servant to a Worthy Husband, is both Pleasure and Honour” (427). Here, 
Cavendish rues the subordination of a wife’s interests to those of her husband. In an earlier letter, 
she sheds light on the nature of these interests when she laments that a wife must abandon her 
political interests in her lineal family for the sake of her affinal family:  
                                                
47 Sara Mendelson, “Playing Games with Gender and Genre: The Dramatic Self-Fashioning of Margaret 
Cavendish,” in Authorial Conquests: Essays on Genre in the Writings of Margaret Cavendish, ed. Line Cottegnies and 
Nancy Weitz, 195-212, at 205. 
 
48 Margaret Cavendish, CCXI Sociable Letters Written by the Thrice Noble, Illustrious, and Excellent Princess, the Lady 







 Daughters are but Branches which by Marriage are Broken off from the Root from 
 whence they Sprang, & Ingrafted into the Stock of an other Family, so that Daughters are 
 to be accounted but as Moveable Goods or Furnitures that wear out. . . . (184) 
 
Scholars have shown how aristocratic women could easily support their lineal families by 
drawing upon the power and influence of their affinal families; because Cavendish married into a 
family of much higher social rank, her conviction that marriage limits women’s potential to act as 
lineal scions surprises – until we factor in that the Lucas family could not be resurrected in the 
traditional ways such as regaining the family seat and receiving assistance from a balking king.49 
Cavendish recognizes that petitioning on her family’s behalf for positions at court or arranging 
politically and financially strategic marriages cannot work, and she therefore turns to literature as 
a means of promoting her family.50 As she voices her frustration with her inability to promote her 
lineal family, she petitions for her right to do so. 
 In the series of texts published by both Cavendish and her husband between 1666 and 
1668, Cavendish refines how she uses literary genres as a form of petitioning. Collectively, these 
texts seek to persuade the king that the older, aristocratic politics of honor exemplified by the 
Cavendish and especially Lucas families should be reinstated. These texts include: Observations 
upon Experimental Philosophy (1666), for which The Blazing World served as the final text in a format 
similar to that in which “A true Relation” concluded Natures Pictures in 1656; The Life of the Thrice 
                                                
49 John Walter notes that Sir John Lucas, the family heir, could neither afford to repair nor wanted to return to 
St. John’s Abbey, with the notable exception of a visit after the Restoration to enjoy “the undoubted 
satisfaction of having his erstwhile enemies in the Corporation attend the re-interment of his martyr brother at 
the family church of St [sic] Giles and of presiding over a number of suits” against his former enemies. 
Understanding Popular Violence, 333. For noblewomen’s utility to their lineal families, see Harris, English Aristocratic 
Women, Chapter 7. 
 
50 See, for instance, the petition of two aristocratic brothers before a fictional king and privy council and a 
series of petitions from subjects to their king in Orations of Divers Sorts, Accommodated to Divers Places. Written by the 
thrice Noble, Illustrious, and excellent Princess, the Lady Marchioness of Newcastle, (London, 1662), 101-06, 118-30, 






Noble, High and Puissant Prince William Cavendishe, a biography of her husband dedicated to Charles 
II (1667); William Cavendish’s A New Method, and Extraordinary Invention, to Dress Horses, translated 
from the earlier French text (1667); a printing of a slightly revised The Blazing World by itself in 
1668; and Plays, Never Before Printed, also in 1668.51 This literary cluster, published within three 
years, served as pre- and post-publicity for the Cavendishes’ 1667 trip to London. Recently, 
scholars have explored how Cavendish crafted her persona during this visit, treating her 
appearances at a meeting of the Royal Society and other dramatic public events as well-scripted 
performances that distinctly modeled an aristocratic lifestyle and politics.52 These public 
appearances, as well as the published folios that coincided with them, formed the scaffolding for 
the Cavendishes’ final opportunity to seek their just and deserved reward through a private 
audience with the king.53 Cavendish thus uses the fictionalized petition in The Blazing World as 
part of a multi-pronged effort to persuade the king to accept her vision of mixed monarchal 
politics. She and her husband celebrate and promote their values through these works, and the 
fictional petition in The Blazing World serves as a presage of what the king will be rejecting – 
Honesty and Prudence – and embracing – Rashness and Folly – if he continues to pursue his 
disappointing politics. 
Despite the losses suffered by her lineage, Cavendish sees in the publication of her 
writings how her family can have a future. In the Sociable Letters, she rejects childbearing as a 
                                                
51 Lilley’s edition notes the omission of one sentence and three small changes of phrase. The Blazing World, 
228n21, 229n23, and 230n35-36. 
 
52 Crawford, “‘Pleaders, Atturneys, Petitioners,’” 254. For a reading of A Piece of a Play in the 1668 folio as a 
commentary on Cavendish’s public appearances and its reception, see Crawford, “‘Pleaders, Atturneys, 
Petitioners,’” 257-58. 
 
53 They had made one previous visit in 1665 to thank the king personally for giving Cavendish the non-





means of promoting a woman’s natal family when she chastises a friend who laments that she 
cannot provide her husband with additional children:  
 I Know no Reason why she should be troubled for having no Children, for though it be  
 the part of every Good Wife to desire Children to Keep alive the Memory of their  
 Husbands Name and Family by Posterity, yet a Woman hath no such Reason to desire  
 Children for her Own Sake, for first her Name is Lost as to her Particular, in her  
 Marrying, for she quits her Own, and is Named as her Husband; also her Family, for  
 neither Name nor Estate goes to her Family according to the Laws and Customes of this  
 Countrey. . . . (183-84) 
 
Cavendish defends her own position here, since she could not have children; although she 
expresses regret about her barrenness elsewhere, she ultimately considers childbirth an 
insufficient means of assisting her lineage.54 If she cannot make use of the traditional means of 
expanding a lineage, Cavendish finds a solution in the genres of allegory and autobiography. 
Through these genres, she immortalizes her family’s past through narrative. Moreover, she 
instructs future generations as to how they can imitate the Lucas family and thus restore the 
decorous, honorable politics that they exemplified.  
 Claiming immortality through one’s written words was an established and widely used 
literary trope in the seventeenth century, but Cavendish shows the growing significance of the 
genre of autobiography when she insists that her immortality will come through the propagation 
of her family history. In the conclusion of “A true Relation,” Cavendish acknowledges that 
readers will ask “some censuring Readers will scornfully say, why hath this Ladie writ her own 
Life?” (390) She concludes her memoir with the following statement:  
I write it for my own sake, not theirs; neither did I intend this piece for to delight, but to 
divulge, not to please the fancy, but to tell the truth, lest after-Ages should mistake, in not 
knowing I was daughter to one Master Lucas of Saint John’s neer Colchester in Essex, 
second Wife to the Lord Marquis of Newcastle, for my Lord having had two Wives, I 
might easily have been mistaken, especially if I should dye, and my Lord Marry again. 
(391) 
                                                






Scholars have perceived this identification as a loss of identity, as Cavendish reduces herself to 
the roles of daughter and wife.55 Throughout her writings, however, Cavendish continually 
asserts her political power by embracing the role of lineal scion – a role primarily relegated to 
sons. She wants to be remembered both as Margaret Cavendish, duchess of Newcastle and 
especially as Margaret Lucas, the youngest of eight children by Elizabeth and Thomas Lucas of 
St. John’s Abbey, because she best serves herself when she successfully serves her lineal family.  
 
 
                                                
55 See Sidonie Smith, “Intersubjectivity, Intertextuality, and Form in the Self-Writings of Margaret 
Cavendish,” in Genre and Women’s Life Writing in Early Modern England, ed. Michelle M. Dowd and Julie A. 
Eckerle (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), 131-50, at 141 and Emma L. E. Rees, “Triply Bound: Genre and the Exilic 






The Exile and Return of Lineage in the Writings of Anne, Lady Halkett 
 
Scholars of early modern women’s writing often single out the manuscript Autobiography 
(1677-78) of Anne, Lady Halkett (1622-99) as an exceptionally sophisticated blend of fiction and 
historical account. They frequently note Halkett’s use of romance and dramatic conventions in 
this work, which provides a gripping account of her birth, her childhood in England, her 
tumultuous love life, and her eventual exile to Scotland for her role as a royalist conspirator.1 
(Famously, she procured the dress that disguised the duke of York on the night of his 1648 escape 
to France.) In so doing, these scholars overwhelmingly focus on one aspect of this work: how 
Halkett offers her political actions on behalf of the royal family – of which the 1648 escape was 
simply the most prominent example – as justification for her failed engagement to a fellow 
                                                
1 Gabriele Rippl’s claim that “Halkett collects the typical features of a romance” by using the “three love affairs 
as central topic and structuring principle” is the most succinct statement of this perspective. “‘The Conflict 
Betwixt Love and Honor’: The Autobiography of Anne, Lady Halkett,” in Feminist Contributions to the Literary 
Canon: Setting Standards of Taste, ed. Susanne Fendler (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1997), 7-29, at 22. See 
also Susan Wiseman, Conspiracy and Virtue: Women, Writing, and Politics in Seventeenth-Century England (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2006), 319-33; Lois Potter, “Genre as Code: Romance and Tragicomedy,” in Secret Rites 
and Secret Writing: Royalist Literature, 1641-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989), 72-112, at 108; 
Mary Beth Rose, “Gender, Genre, and History: Seventeenth-Century English Women and the Art of 
Autobiography” in Women in the Middle Ages and Renaissance: Literary and Historical Perspectives, ed. Mary Beth Rose 
(Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. Press, 1986), 245-78; David Stevenson, “A Lady and Her Lovers: Anne, Lady 
Halkett,” in King or Covenant? Voices from Civil War (East Linton, Scotland: Tuckwell Press, 1996), 189-206; 
Donna Landry, “Eroticizing the Subject, or Royals in Drag: Reading the Memoirs of Anne, Lady Halkett,” in 
The Intersections of the Public and Private Spheres in Early Modern England, eds. Paula R. Backsheider and Timothy 
Dystal (London: Frank Cass, 1996), 134-49; Sheila Ottway, “They Only Lived Twice: Public and Private 
Selfhood in the Autobiographies of Anne, Lady Halkett and Colonel Joseph Bampfield,” in Betraying Our Selves: 
Forms of Self-Representation in Early Modern English Texts, ed. Henk Dragstra, Sheila Ottway, and Helen Wilcox 
(Houndmills, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), 136-47; Judith Kearns, “Fashioning Innocence: Rhetorical 
Construction of Character in the Memoirs of Anne, Lady Halkett,” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 46, no. 
3 (Fall 2004): 340-62; Sharon Seelig, Autobiography and Gender in Early Modern England, 110-30; and Mary Ellen 
Lamb “Merging the Secular and the Spiritual,” in Genre and Women’s Life Writing in Early Modern England, ed. 
Michelle M. Dowd and Julie A. Eckerle (Aldershot: 2007), 81-96. The two most influential arguments 
regarding romance and royalism are Annabel Patterson, “The Royal Romance,” in Censorship and Interpretation 
The Conditions of Writing and Reading in Early Modern England (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1984), 159-202; 





royalist conspirator.2 (Infamously, the engagement fell apart when Colonel Joseph Bampfield’s 
purportedly dead wife was found to be very much alive.) Many of these studies consider Halkett’s 
1656 marriage to the Scots laird (or lord) Sir James Halkett an endpoint to what is essentially a 
romance plot: the marriage brings her stability in love and rehabilitates her tainted reputation. 
This account of Halkett’s life is buttressed by the fact that the manuscript abruptly ends not long 
after Halkett recounts her marriage.  
Yet marriage is far from Halkett’s only concern in the Autobiography – a work, like the 
others discussed in this dissertation, as concerned with families as it is with individuals (or, in 
Halkett’s case, marriages). Halkett consistently represents her political loyalty in the Autobiography 
in the context of the royalism of her lineal family. In particular, she presents her actions on behalf 
of the monarchy as the latest chapter in a legacy of pro-Stuart politics inherited from her parents. 
Her father Thomas Murray and mother Jane Drummond served both James VI & I and Charles 
I, Murray as tutor to Charles I when he was a young prince and Drummond as governess to his 
sister, the Princess Elizabeth.3 For royalists like Halkett, lineal descent – defined by 
anthropologists as a descent group for which all consanguineous links between members are 
traceable – was the structure through which the aristocracy and gentry preserved power, as 
generations passed down property, status, money, and the political loyalties that so often kept the 
                                                
2 According to such readings, Halkett’s desire to defend her sexual conduct drives her rhetorical and structural 
choices, so that “Halkett’s political loyalty is used to underwrite her sexual honour.” In keeping with this 
argument, Halkett introduces the duplicitous suitor, Colonel Joseph Bampfield, in the context of her most overt 
political action: her participation in his plot to ferry the duke of York to France in 1648. She then withholds the 
revelation of Bampfield’s betrayal until Scots lord Sir James Halkett, the “true royalist,” conveniently offers to 
counteract the stain to her reputation with a proposal of marriage. In such readings, scholars present sexual 
and political virtue as not just one significant organizing principle for the Autobiography, but rather as its only 
significant principle. Wiseman, Conspiracy and Virtue, 322, 325. 
 
3 See Suzanne Trill, “Introduction,” in Lady Anne Halkett, Selected Self-Writings, ed. Trill (Aldershot: Ashgate, 





system intact.4 Although sons predominantly inherited familial property, noble and gentlewomen 
also exercised substantial authority within the structure of lineage; Halkett, in fact, inherited both 
money and land from her mother – both of which she lost when she went into exile.5 By 
chronicling both her parents’ service to the royal family and the assets they received as reward for 
such service, Halkett presents her royalism as a legacy she inherits alongside this material wealth. 
Her royalist identity, in other words, is shaped by her lineal family.  
Thus, the story of Halkett’s exile in the Autobiography is in part a story about how 
separation from her lineal family and loss of her inheritance threaten to undermine her royalist 
identity. As the Autobiography reveals, however, Halkett continues her familial legacy by replacing 
her lost network with Scottish royalist families who supply her with shelter, money, and social 
credit. While she might seem to use these connections to achieve a permanent settlement in 
Scotland through her marriage, Halkett’s autobiographical Meditations (1658-99), however, tell a 
different story. Of the fourteen extant manuscript volumes housed in the National Library of 
                                                
4 The most comprehensive study of patriarchalism in this period is Gordon Schochet, Patriarchalism in Political 
Thought: The Authoritarian Family and Political Speculation and Attitudes Especially in Seventeenth-Century England (New 
York: Basic Books, 1975). Recent studies of family in the seventeenth century have examined the ideological 
debates within patriarchal theory that raise questions about lineage, genealogy, reproduction, and other aspects 
of the family-state analogy. See Erin Murphy, Familial Forms: Politics and Genealogy in Seventeenth-Century English 
Literature; Su Fang Ng, Literature and Politics in Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 
2007); and Rachel Weil, Political Passions: Gender, the Family and Political Argument in England, 1680-1714 
(Manchester: Manchester Univ. Press, 1999).  
 
5 Halkett inherited a £2000 bond, plus interest, owed by the Scottish earl of Kinnoull, as well as £412 per 
annum from the 12-year lease of Berkhampstead Park in Hertfordshire. Simon Couper, The Life of the Lady Halket 
(Edinburgh: 1701), 13 & 20. See also Trill, Introduction to LAH, xix-xx. Halkett provides a detailed record of 
her inheritance in MS.6481: 170 and MS.6409: 40. In the Autobiography, she only writes generally about how “I 
Left all that Concerned mee [her inheritance] in Such hands as hee [Colonel Bampfield] aduised, with hopes 
of preuenting Sequestration butt itt fell outt vnhapily as many things els did” (78). For other examples of 
women who inherited and managed property, see Julie Crawford, “The Case of Lady Anne Clifford; or, Did 
Women Have a Mixed Monarchy?” and “Lady Anne Clifford and the Uses of Christian Warfare”; and Susan 
Wiseman, “Knowing Her Place: Anne Clifford and the Politics of Retreat,” in Textures of Renaissance Knowledge, 
ed. Philippa Berry and Margaret Tudeau-Clayton (Manchester, UK: Manchester Univ. Press, 2003), 199-221. 
Maureen Quilligan writes on the connection between lineage and female political power in Incest and Agency in 





Scotland, nine contain occasional meditations, an autobiographical genre in which authors write 
brief entries in which they interpret quotidian events through a spiritual lens.6 As an indebted 
Church of England royalist in Presbyterian Scotland, Halkett presents her life in these volumes as 
one of increasing alienation over time, especially after she becomes a widow in 1670. Halkett 
writes the Autobiography almost halfway through her composition of these occasional Meditations. 
Consequently, the political and personal relationships within the former work cannot be 
adequately assessed without the latter writings that contextualize it.7  
 In this chapter, I argue that Halkett’s Autobiography ties her political agency to the lineal 
families who support her in Scotland, primarily by redefining lineal bonds to extend beyond 
traceable bonds of blood. This story of reformulated and reclaimed lineage thus serves as a 
counter-narrative to the story of the Meditations, in which Halkett’s isolation from lineal 
connections consistently undermines her ability to pass her inherited royalism on to her longest 
surviving son, Robert (1660-93). The Autobiography rewrites Halkett’s history in Scotland in order 
to mitigate the much longer record of the economic, social, and political consequences of exile 
that she offers in her Meditations. In multiple forms of autobiography, Halkett returns not to the 
                                                
6 As Suzanne Trill recognizes, very little has been written about the occasional meditation. However, articles 
by Marie-Louise Coolahan and Raymond Anselment are insightful studies on an overlooked genre. See 
Suzanne Trill, ed., introduction to Lady Anne Halkett: Selected Self-Writings (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007), xxxv; 
Marie-Louise Coolahan, “Redeeming Parcels of Time: Aesthetics and Practice of Occasional Meditation,” The 
Seventeenth Century 22, no.1 (Spring 2007): 124-43; and Raymond A. Anselment, “Robert Boyle and the Art of 
Occasional Meditation,” Renaissance and Reformation 32, no. 4 (Fall 2009): 73-92. Simon Couper – Halkett’s 
minister, literary executor, and biographer – includes a catalogue of Halkett’s writings at the conclusion of his 
biography, which lists 22 volumes of manuscripts dating from 1644 to 1699, as well as “about thirty stitched 
books, some in Folio, some in 4to. [quarto], most of them of 10 or 12 sheets, all containing occasional 
Meditations.” Life, (sig.H2r-H4v). 
 
7 Few scholars mention the Meditations when they write about Halkett. For the exceptions, see Margaret J. M. 
Ezell, “Ann [sic] Halkett’s Morning Devotions: Posthumous Publication and the Culture of Writing in Late 
Seventeenth-Century Britain,” in Print, Manuscript, & Performance: The Changing Relations of the Media in Early 
Modern England, eds. Arthur F. Marotti and Michael D. Bristol (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 2000), 215-
31; Wiseman, Conspiracy and Virtue; Trill, introduction to Lady Anne Halkett, xvii-xxxiv; and Lamb, “Merging the 
Secular and Spiritual.” Trill also offers a revisionary biography in the introduction to her recent edition of 





importance of her romantic or marital relationships to her identity as a royalist but, rather, to the 
importance of lineal ones. In so doing, she redefines lineage itself so that she can consistently 
demonstrate how much it matters.  
* 
 
Dislocation and Its Effects on Lineage in the Meditations 
Anne Halkett’s early Meditations volumes frequently focus on two related topics: her family 
and her royalism. They thus stretch the boundaries of the occasional meditation genre, since 
practitioners typically drew inspiration from the books of creatures and of conscience rather than 
their personal history or political events.8 Halkett began her first extant manuscript volume (NLS 
MS.6490) in 1658, at which point she had been settled with her husband and their first child at 
his estate, Pitfirrane, in the lowland Scottish county of Fife, for four years. The first entry is 
entitled “vpon my miscary[ing] of <2> children March 7 1658/9,” which suggests that this 
significant event might have prompted Halkett to begin writing this particular volume.9 Among 
other things, then, this volume begins as something of a (disrupted) family history. Of its 35 
entries, 12 concern the family at Pitfirrane – from “vpon the violent sicknese of my son henry 
Aprill 1659” to “vpon beeing in a coale pitt,” in which Halkett ponders the source of the estate’s 
                                                
8 She thus ignores the recommendations of royalist forebears such as Bishop Joseph Hall, who advocate writing 
on natural phenomena. Hall, who Halkett cites as her primary influence, composed his meditations on random 
events that often occur in nature, such as watching a bee on a flower. In Hall's 1630 collection entitled 
Occasionall Meditations, he finds inspiration in cock-fighting, a natural spring, and even the noise of London’s city 
streets. See Hall, Occasionall Meditations, accessed 15 August 2013, 
http://gateway.proquest.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:150940, at 60-64, 123-24, 75-77. See also Trill, “Introduction,” 
xxxv.  
 
9 In her manuscripts, Halkett uses both the Old Style – the traditional English calendar in which the new year 
began on 25 March – and the New Style – which took 1 January as the start of the calendar year, and which 
Scotland had adopted in 1600. Complicating matters further, both England and Scotland switched from the 
Julian to the Gregorian calendar in 1752. Halkett uses both Old and New Styles to assert her Englishness while 




income.10 Woven between these records of family events are entries on national and international 
politics: “vpon the peace made betwixt France & Spain” and “vpon the retarne of his Mast afftir 
[after] his Long banishment and variety of other troubles.”11 From the first extant Meditations 
volume, therefore, Halkett interprets the occasional meditation genre broadly as she devotes half 
the volume to family and political history, thus linking the two themes through juxtaposition and 
politicizing this genre of spiritual contemplation.  
An entry from her second Meditations volume on the death of her favorite child, however, 
shows how deeply Halkett sees herself and her family as servants of the royal family, as she thinks 
of them even as she grieves for her loss. The full title of the entry is: “vpon the death of my 
dearest Child Betty who died of the small poxe vpon Tuesday the 13th of Nouember 1660 in 
Couent Garden & buried in that Church,” a title that reveals the unique context of this volume; 
Halkett composed it during a three-year sojourn in London in which she unsuccessfully 
petitioned Charles II for the English land she had inherited from her mother (MS.6491: 1).12 
Despite the king’s refusal to return her lost inheritance, Halkett remained willing to sacrifice all 
for the royal family: 
                                                
10 MS.6490: 30-36 and 21-29.  
 
11 MS.6490: 65-75 and 366-80. For the entire table of contents of MS.6490, see the description page on the 
Perdita Manuscripts database: “Anne, Lady Halkett, Meditations 7 March 1659-May 1660,” Perdita Manuscripts 




12 The petition acknowledges that Berkhampstead Park had been reallocated and offers other properties as 
possible replacements. Sadly, Anne Halkett only received £500 from Charles II and another £50 from the 
duke of York, the latter sum a gift of thanks for her assistance in his 1648 escape. The similarities with 
Margaret Cavendish’s petition to the Committee for Compounding are striking, especially since James Halkett 
controlled the petition process in a move similar to that of John Lucas voicing his sister’s petition. That said, 
Anne Halkett asks for her own property back, not her husband’s. Anne, Lady Halkett to Charles II, petition, 






when the Duke of Glocester [Charles I’s youngest son] died [also of smallpox in 
September 1660] I secrettly whispered to my owne hart that I could haue beene Content 
to haue redeemed his life with Bettys, wch certainly did exprese euen in my thoughts the 
zeale I had for the preseruation of that Royall stocke . . . .” (MS.6490: 16-17) 
 
Although she ultimately chastises herself for effectively bargaining with God – “none Can 
redeeme a Soule from death butt hee that Conquered death” – the grieving mother does not 
denigrate her motivation, “the preseruation of that Royall stocke” (MS.6491: 17).13 In recording 
this memory, Halkett shows how completely she considers herself and her children in service to 
the royal family. She would even sacrifice her children if need be to protect the Stuart bloodline, 
and Halkett refuses to fault herself for that “zeale” even though God has potentially punished her 
for her presumption by taking both the duke and her Betty. This entry does not represent the first 
time Halkett expresses a similar willingness to sacrifice all; in her entry on Charles’s return to 
England in May 1660, she wishes that she “could haue <so> purchased [h]is Masty[’s] obtaining 
his [i]nheritance,” a circumlocutory way of saying that she would give her whole inheritance so 
that Charles might claim the crown owed him via hereditary succession (MS.6490: 374). Thus, 
Halkett insists that all aspects of her family are in service to the royal family: herself, her wealth, 
and even her children. 
Approximately ten years later, when she composes the next extant volume of meditations, 
Halkett has given birth to four children.14 Yet, as we find out in the first pages, she has buried all 
but one: her ten year-old son Robert. As with her earlier Meditations, Halkett keeps her focus on 
                                                
13 By contrast, at the same time as she elevates the glory of the “Royall stocke,” Halkett minimizes her own 
lineal family, marveling that Betty’s sweet demeanor and piety, which make her an appropriate substitute for 
the little Duke of Gloucester, should have emerged from the “wicked root” of her own inheritance: “God 
should vouchsafe to make a branch from such a wicked root to become an heir of glory” (MS.6490: 16). 
14 This Meditations volume, MS.6492, dates from 1669-71. She has thus completed only two volumes of 
occasional Meditations between 1658 and 1669: a relatively slow composition rate that implies a greater focus on 
her family during this period. Trill estimates that Anne Halkett completed one Meditations volume every two to 
three years during her marriage, a pace that quickens to one volume every eighteen months during her 





the related themes of family and politics.15 (For example, she writes entries “vpon putting outt my 
Son to Skoole march [sic] 4th 1668/9” and “vpon the peace Concluded betwixt the King & the 
Hollanders sept 1667” that ended the Second Anglo-Dutch War.)16 When her husband James 
Halkett dies unexpectedly, however, the measured and contemplative tone of the volume 
irrevocably changes, as does Anne Halkett’s entire perception of her life in Scotland. As soon as 
her husband breathes his last, she presents herself as alone and adrift. In the first entry on this 
event, entitled “vpon the death of my Dearest Sr Iames Halkett who died vpon Satturday 
morning betweixt eight& [sic] none [sic; nine] a clocke beeing Sept 24 1670,” Halkett bemoans 
her “desolate . . . Condittion” as a “stranger, borne & bred in another Country” (MS.6492: 116). 
Since she has been cut off from the social and financial support of her lineal, or birth, family in 
England for her entire marriage, however, this separation does not fully explain her sudden 
isolation. But her vulnerable position as “a Mother in Law”—“wch allways hath a preiudice 
attending [accompanying] itt”—does. Here, Halkett implicitly refers for the first time in her 
Meditations to Sir Charles Halkett (1639-97), the eldest son from James Halkett’s first marriage 
and the legal heir to Pitfirrane, where she and her son Robert are living.17 Halkett’s halting, 
fragmented phrases (see fig. 1a & 1b) in this entry contrast with the customarily flowing nature of 
her prose in early volumes (see fig. 1c). In their curtailed paragraphs, these entries seem to reflect 
both her discomposure and her sense of being cut off from all assistance. With the deaths of the 
majority of her children and her husband, Anne Halkett suddenly finds herself an embattled 
                                                
15 E.g., “vpon putting outt my Son to Skoole march 4th 1668/9” and “Meditations vpon the peace Concluded 
betwixt the King & the Hollanders sept 1667” (MS.6492: 68-71 and 83-88). 
 
16 MS.6492: 68-71 and 30-34. 
 
17 For information on Charles Halkett, see Trill, “Introduction,” xxiiin38. James Halkett’s first marriage was to 
Margaret Montgomery, granddaughter of the politically influential 7th Earl of Argyll. See Duncan 
McNaughton, “The Halketts of Pitfirrane,” The Scottish Genealogist: The Quarterly Journal of the Scottish Genealogy 




mother who no longer has first claim to her husband’s resources. The absence of her lineal family 
and its resources suddenly matters completely, as her husband’s true lineal heir can now claim his 
birthright.  
             
Fig. 1a, 1b, & 1c. On the left, the fragmented, disjointed phrases that begin “for I am a stranger, borne & 
bred in another Country” (MS.6492: 116). In the center, the parenthetical postscript that Halkett adds 
later and in disordered handwriting (MS.6492: 128). For comparison, on the right, a page from a more 
visually conventional entry in the same volume, entitled “vpon my beeing att the sacrament att Toriburne 
May 29 1670” (MS.6492: 105).  
 
Many stepmothers entered into disputes with their stepsons over property after the death 
of a husband, especially if the women had younger children whom they wanted to have a share 
of the estate, as Halkett did.18 However, Halkett insists that her experience of “preiudice” as a 
                                                
18 Widows were entitled to a share of their late husband’s estate whether or not a will existed – no such 
document for James Halkett has ever been found – and this infringement on the male heir’s inheritance often 
created tension between stepmothers and stepsons in the early modern period. For the status of widows in early 
modern Scotland, see Keith M. Brown, Noble Society in Scotland: Wealth, Family, and Culture From Reformation to 
Revolution (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2000), 72-75, 170-71; Winifred Coutts, “Wife and Widow: The 
Evidence of Testaments and Marriage Contracts c.1600,” in Women in Scotland, c.1100-c.1750, ed. Elizabeth 
Ewan and Maureen M. Meikle (East Linton, Scotland: Tuckwell Press, 1999), 176-86; and R. A. Houston, 
“Women in the Economy and Society of Scotland, 1500-1800,” in Scottish Society, 1500-1800, ed. R. A. 
Houston and I. D. Whyte (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989), 118-47. Barbara Harris examines legal 
records from 1450-1550 of noblewomen who sued for their jointures, or widow’s pensions, in the Chancery, 
Star Chamber, Requests, and the Duchy of Lancaster, and discovers that “[w]omen’s relationships with their 
stepsons were particularly fraught.” English Aristocratic Women, 1450-1550, 135. See also Sara A. Murphy, “The 




mother-in-law is uniquely strong: “none hath found itt [the ‘preiudice’] more then I” (MS.6492: 
116). She anticipates not just tension but open hostility when Sir Charles arrives at Pitfirrane to 
assume his place at the head of the Halkett family: “many would make mee feare the vsage I am 
to expect from a Son in Law who hath formerly nott beene as I could haue wished him” 
(MS.6492: 126).19 She does not primarily “feare” her stepson for what he might do to her, 
however; rather, her main concern is for Robert. His position – and thus her own – is precarious 
because of Sir Charles Halkett’s status as his father’s heir. She fears his reaction when he learns 
the details of “the Great dept this familly is involued in”; while the exact nature of this debt is 
unclear, Anne Halkett knows that it accumulated in part because she brought no money to her 
marriage.20 When she thus resolves “to doe Good to him [Robert] & good to this familly in 
clearing many things [debts] that hee [Charles Halkett] is ignorantt off [sic] by his long absence 
who is to Succeed,” she has no independent resources of her own to contribute (MS.6492: 125). 
Were she able to clear some of the estate’s debt, she might encourage Charles Halkett to share 
his inheritance with his stepmother and half-brother. In separating the “Good” that applies to 
Robert from the “good to this familly,” however, she also acknowledges that her child and her 
son-in-law have competing interests in Pitfirrane’s resources. Having lost her inheritance from 
her natal family, Anne Halkett must rely completely on her stepson’s willingness to share the 
                                                                                                                                                       
without having made a will” in early modern England. Women and Property in Early Modern England (London: 
Routledge, 1995), 174. For her analysis of early modern widows’ access to property, see 153-222.  
 
19 Halkett always refers to her stepson as her “Son,” and her son Robert is almost always called her “Child” – 
especially when she is writing about both men in the same entry.  
 
20 In the Autobiography, Halkett writes about how she tried to discourage James Halkett from marrying her 
because she could bring no dowry. “I thought hee deserued mee with all the aduantages [that] was [sic] posible 
for mee to bring him butt itt would bee an ill requitall of his Ciuilitys nott only to bring him nothing butt many 
inconueniencies by my being greatly in dept [debt] wch Could nott butt bee expected hauing (except a hundred 
pound) neuer receaued a peny of what my Mother left mee & had beene Long att law both in England & 





resources that have become his to distribute, now that her husband and the father of her child 
has died.  
In the depths of this material crisis, Halkett focuses on what she can do for her son. A self-
avowed “stranger” in Scotland, Halkett sees Robert as her sole remaining responsibility on earth, 
“the only and cheefe [chief] thing that tyes mee to the world” (MS.6492: 125). Consequently, she 
dedicates the remaining unfilled pages of this Meditations volume to writings that will instill her 
religious and political values in him.21 In the front matter of the manuscript, Halkett summarizes 
her plans for the volume in the wake of her husband’s death:  
when this booke was first begun I intended to haue diuided itt into Occationall & Select 
Meditations[;] the Last of the occationall hauing [been] reached when the Select 
Meditation[s] [had] begun & beeing a Sad Conclusion I intend the rest of the booke to 
bee for instruction[s] to my poore Child (who is all the temporall Comfort I haue left) & 
praying that they may bee vsefull to him. In this I intend to imploy the rest of this booke 
& the remainder of my time. . . . (MS.6492: iv).22 
 
In order to mitigate the “Sad Conclusion” to her occasional meditations, she decides to write a 
mother’s manual, which she titles “Instructions to my Son.”23 Such domestic manuals were 
typically composed when the mother anticipated death through childbirth or illness, an event 
that Halkett acknowledges as a possibility: “since my Dearest told mee I need nott greeue too 
                                                
21 This collection includes four additional occasional meditations – “vpon my deplorable beeing a Widow,” 
“vpon my going to Liue att Dunfermeline,” “Resolutions made October 1670,” and “Resolutions made Decem 
9 1670 beeing the day before my Son in Law Came home to Pitfirane” – as well as an advice treatise to her 
only surviving child, Robert; two short poems; and meditations on a number of religious verses that Halkett 
uses to shape her conduct as a widow: Hebrews 13:5, I Samuel 4:22, Psalm 18:20, I Corinthians 13:7, Jeremiah 
35:18-19, and I Corinthians 6:11. 
 
22 “Select” is the adjective that Halkett uses to describe meditations on specific Biblical verses or days in the 
liturgical calendar – in the other half of the volume. E.g., “On St. Andrew’s Day,” MS.6492: 166-70. The 
word “instruction” is likely “instructions,” but the last letter appears cut off by the end of the page. Halkett does 
not place a period at the end of this note, although “time” is its final word. 
 
23 For mother’s advice manuals, see Betty S. Travitsky, “The New Mother of the English Renaissance: Her 
Writings on Motherhood,” in The Lost Tradition: Mothers and Daughters in Literature, ed. Cathy N. Davidson and E. 
M. Broner (New York: Ungar, 1980), 33-43; Kristen Poole, “‘The Fittest Closet for All Goodness’: Authorial 





Much for I should nott bee long affter him I will therfore beg that my Lord would teach mee so 
to Number my days that I may aply my hart to wisdome” (MS.6492: 125). More likely, she writes 
this work to counteract her fears about the effects of losing material and social resources.24 In this 
Meditations volume, therefore, Anne Halkett counters the disjointed entries on her husband’s 
death with writings designed to restore a sense of order to her situation. By dedicating the rest of 
the volume to advice for her son – whom she describes as “all the temporall Comfort I haue left” 
– she measures her own “Comfort” in life by her son’s situation in life, specifically, his piety and 
political allegiances (MS.6492: iv).   
 After a lengthy opening section on proper spiritual practice in her “Instructions” to 
Robert, Anne Halkett turns to proper political allegiance: “I haue hitherto my Child next to thy 
Duty towards God instructed thee to Loyalty to the King” (MS.6492: 269). 25 She uses Old and 
New Testament verses to justify divine right, notably beginning her case with the fifth 
commandment: “Honour thy mother and thy father” (Exodus 20:12). Alluding to contemporary 
patriarchal discourse that characterized kings as fathers to their subjects, she writes that “All 
interpreters concurre that the fifth Command[ment] is as well to teach vs our duty to our Prince 
as well as to our parentts” (MS.6492: 269). As Catharine Gray demonstrates in her analysis of 
Dorothy Leigh’s The Mothers Blessing (1613), seventeenth-century women used the purportedly 
“private” genre of the mother’s manual to enter ongoing debates about the validity of such 
comparisons; whereas Leigh critiques patriarchal arguments by replacing the Jacobean image of 
                                                
24 Halkett numbers this page as 104, which shows that she starts the numbering anew in the “Select” half of the 
volume. I follow the numbering of the cataloguer in order to retain a sense of the structure of the volume as a 
whole. 
 
25 In an entry from MS.6490 titled “vpon the feare of death,” Halkett shows how seriously she takes her task to 
raise her children as royalists, as she writes of “the feare of leauing my Chilldren young before they are 
aquainted with there [their] duty either to God or Man” (MS.6490: 254). The full entry is MS.6490: 245-64. 
Although this seems like a lengthy entry, this manuscript book is the smallest of her volumes, measuring only 





the fatherly king as the proper spiritual and political authority with nursing mothers, Halkett 
implicitly evokes the king-as-father analogy by applying the commandment to symbolic as well as 
biological parents.26 Obedience to the king is a simple extension of her son’s obedience not only 
to God – the subject of the first section of the “Instructions” – but also to his mother and late 
father’s memory. In driving home the connection between divinity and monarchy, she writes: “I 
hope my Deare Child you are so well inclined to Loyalty & obedience to the King that I need 
noe further argument . . . for since itt is the will of God that is enough” (MS.6492: 271).  
After Halkett composes the “Instructions,” she continues to record the ways in which she 
navigates the changes that widowhood rapidly brings to her and her son. She uses the final leaf of 
this volume to compose an additional occasional meditation – a reflection on the new year. 
Composed on 2 January 1671, she focuses this entry on her transition from wife to widow. 
“[Y]esterday att the Graue of my Dearest Sr Iames I Consecrated my Widowhood to the Lord,” 
she recalls; she also “offred vp my Child and all the Concernes of his Life & myne,” listing 
Robert’s “Concernes” before her own to show how her true priority is the next generation of her 
lineal family (MS.6492: 351).27 She did not neglect Charles Halkett in her prayers, however, 
since she also 
begged mercy for this familly & the Master of itt [Charles Halkett] that hee might Liue to 
see his Chilldrens <children> & a blesing intailed vpon him & his wch should neuer bee 
blotted <outt> butt remaine as monumnets [sic] of praise while the World Lasted & to 
this end the Lord derect him to the choice of a good Religious vertuous wife that <they> 
may bee helpfull to one another towards heauen. (MS.6492: 351-52). 
 
Halkett’s use of multiple ampersands creates a dizzyingly cumulative pile of phrases that mimics 
the endless proliferation of lineal descendants that she imagines specifically for her stepson. 
                                                
26 “The Zealous Mother: Dorothy Leigh and the Godly Family,” in Women Writers and Public Debate in 17th-
Century Britain (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 37-66.   
 





Wherease her own lineage comprises merely “my Child and all the Concernes of his Life & 
myne,” Charles Halkett’s “Chilldrens <children>” will enjoy the wealth that is “intailed vpon” 
them. Moreover, even her immaterial blessing resembles sturdy, immoveable “monuments of 
praise” built to exist “while [i.e., as long as] the World Lasted” (MS.6492: 351). Charles Halkett is 
not yet married, so Halkett’s depiction of a line of descendants that stretches to the end of the 
world is all the more ironically potent; her son-in-law’s imaginary lineage has more potential to 
thrive than her living son, because the line of hereditary succession within the Halketts of 
Pitfirrane runs through Sir Charles and not herself. She thus ascribes a stability to his as yet 
unrealized lineage that she denies to her own family, which she describes only as “my Child and 
all the Concernes of his Life & myne.” Even her scripted prayers in this new year’s reflection, 
therefore, anticipate losses for her lineage at the expense of a genealogy that does not yet exist in 
material form. Even before they are born, Charles Halkett’s line of descendants has more power 
than she and her son ever will, and Halkett’s prayer demonstrates this fact.  
Halkett thus effectively concludes this volume with the image of her Scottish lineage – 
herself and her son – displaced by her stepson and his descendants. In calling Charles Halkett the 
“Master” of “this familly,” she underscores how she and her son find themselves displaced; even 
though they also possess the Halkett family name, the pronoun “this” serves to separate them 
from Charles Halkett’s line (MS.6492: 351; my emphasis). Rather than starting a new Meditations 
volume, however, she physically builds an addition into this one by pasting in extra pages at the 
front of the book. In this added entry – “feb. 14th 1670/71. vpon my going to Liue att 
Dunfermeline” – Halkett announces her departure from Pitfirrane and her relocation to the 
center of the nearby burgh of Dunfermline. Although early modern widows in Scotland 




“terce” – Anne Halkett relinquished her claim in exchange for an annual jointure payment.28 In 
a 27 December 1670 letter to a cousin, Halkett explains that she “hope[s] . . . to haue purchased 
all there [their; Charles Halkett and his family’s] freindship & kindnese both to mee & mine wch I 
value more than what I haue parted with [the rights to Pitfirrane]” (MS.6407: 26v).29 
Nevertheless, this relocation confirms Anne Halkett’s claims of estrangement, since relinquishing 
her legal claim to her home is her best option for economic and social stability. By placing the 
record of her relocation first in her Meditations volume, Halkett thus designates this volume as 
thematically rooted in her and her son’s dislocation. 
 In chronicling her move to Dunfermline, Halkett strives to recast this involuntary change 
of affairs as one that actually has many advantages (MS.6492: v). “[I]tt may then bee asked why I 
make choice of that place to resolue to Liue & (for ought I know) to dye in,” Halkett acknowledges, 
insisting nevertheless that she chose where to relocate even if the relocation itself was not her 
preference (MS.6492: v; my emphasis). The reasons for this decision, she claims, are as follows: 
cheefely itt is because there Lyes what remains of my Dearest Sr Iames & where I doe 
intend if the Lord sees fitt to bee buried my Selfe another reason is there is a Skoole that 
my Child hath beene accustumed to and therfore may proffitt more then with a bitter 
Master who may allter his Course of Learning. & next since what hee & I haue to Subsist 
on is from this howse [Pitfirrane] and therfore itt is most Conuient to bee neere itt where 
frequent Conuersation may increase that afection & freindship wch I shall euer indeauor 
to haue betweixt my Son & my owne Child. (MS.6492: v-vi). 
 
Although the first reason she lists appears more sentimental than political in nature, Anne 
Halkett has a strategic reason to wish to be buried next to her husband. She may presently be 
ceding her place as the head of Pitfirrane to Charles Halkett, but she plans to take the prime 
                                                
28 Houston, “Women in the Economy and Society of Scotland,” 144. “terce, n.,” OED Online, accessed 11 
August 2013, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/199337?redirectedFrom=terce#eid. The contract can be 
found in MS.6407: 26f. See also Sara A. Murphy, “‘A Stranger in a Strange Land,’” 96-99. 
 
29 In the Meditations entry on her relocation, Halkett similarly argues that “I shall bee free I hope from any 




place at his father’s side in the Halkett family tomb. She conveys a sense of ownership of the 
entire family – father, son, and stepson – through her pervasive use of possessive pronouns: “my 
Dearest Sr Iames,” “my Selfe,” “my Child,” “my Son & my owne Child.” In using different 
terms for Charles (“Son”) and Robert (“Child”), Halkett draws upon contemporary connotations 
of these different terms to help distinguish her very different relationships with each young man. 
The word “child” conveyed Robert’s relative youth – he was almost two decades younger than 
his thirty-one-year-old half-brother – and also his vulnerable state of dependence, since “child” 
more often designated daughters than sons, likely for that very reason.30 Conversely, the term 
“son” often appeared in the joint phrase “son and heir” – Charles’s position in his family – and 
the term could also serve as a familiar mode of address without the added implication of 
affection, a fitting nuance for his tense relationship with his stepmother.31 Halkett channels this 
tension when she conspicuously avoids noting that Charles Halkett now owns “this howse,” or 
Pitfirrane (MS.6492: v). Even though she and Robert remain dependent on Charles Halkett for 
the payment of her jointure, or widow’s pension – “what hee & I haue to Subsist on is from this 
howse” – Halkett resists ceding all sense of ownership of Pitfirrane and its resources to her 
stepson.32   
                                                
30 “It has been pointed out that child or my child is by parents used more frequently (and longer) of, and to, a 
girl than a boy . . . perhaps more due to the facts that girl has a wider range of application than boy, and that a 
daughter is more dependent on parental protection.” “child, n. II.8b,” OED Online, accessed 31 July 2013, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/31619?rskey=hLlIWX&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid. 
 
31 “son, n.1,” OED Online, accessed 31 July 2013, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/184552?rskey=STPstY&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid.  
 
32 “Joint tenancy of land, the widow’s right to receive the income from specified land for her life/widowhood, 
usually settled in a marriage settlement.” Erickson, Women and Property in Early Modern England, 238. Anne 
Halkett records attempts to collect her jointure and complaints regarding her son-in-law’s reluctance to pay it 
throughout the Meditations that span her widowhood. For broader analyses of this ongoing situation, see Trill, 





While Halkett acknowledges positive aspects of her relocation to Dunfermline, she 
nevertheless notes how alienated she will feel living there. When she describes it as a place 
“where there is [sic; are] so many snares & temptations,” she suggests that the burgh has a moral 
bankruptcy that she must actively resist (MS.6492: v): 
the people I am going to Liue amongst are ill inclined generally & are vnder the aspersion 
of beeing giuen to Idlenese intemperance lying & vncharitablenese & what a list of Sin 
depends vpon these I desere [desire] nott to mention, butt rather make itt my indeauor 
[endeavor] to suprese [suppress] itt both in my Selfe & others. . . . (MS.6492: vii-viii) 
 
These vague references to impious behavior disguise a particularly intense political and religious 
climate in predominantly Presbyterian Dunfermline in the wake of the 1669 Act of Supremacy. 
As historians have noted, both Scottish Episcopalians and Presbyterians – who had been fighting 
each other for ecclesiastical power – objected to Charles’s intervention; as a fervent Stuart 
supporter, however, Halkett approves of it completely.33 In “vpon the Act of Supreamecy decem 
1669,” she evokes the scriptural evidence often used by those who favored patriarchal rule, Isaiah 
49:23: “Is <itt> not promised as one of the Great blesings <vnder the Gospell> that Kings shall 
bee Nursing fathers to the Church” (MS.6492: 86).34 She further sets herself apart from both the 
Presbyterians – of whom she most disapproves for their former collaborations with the 
republicans – and the Scottish Episcopalians: “This Kingdome hath giuen butt an ill proofe of 
there [their] good Gouermentt when either had dominion either Presbiter [Presbytery] or 
Bishop” (MS.6492: 83). Halkett’s faithfulness to the liturgy and use of the Church of England 
                                                
33 “[P]olitical and (particularly) religious tensions were more acute [in Scotland] than they were in England 
(where they were hardly insignificant), and domestic peace seemed more fragile.” Tim Harris, Restoration: 
Charles II and His Kingdoms, 1660-1685 (London: Allen Lane, 2002), 129. For detailed analysis of the reactions to 
the Act of Supremacy from both Scottish Presbyterians and Scottish Episcopalians, see Harris, Restoration, 120-
21; Clare Jackson, Restoration Scotland: Royalist Politics, Religion and Ideas (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell Press, 
2003), Chapters 5 and 7; and Gillian H. MacIntosh, The Scottish Parliament Under Charles II, 1660-1685 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ, Press, 2007), 151-52.  
 






Book of Common Prayer in her religious Meditations most closely align her faith with the Laudian 
practices that Charles I attempted to impose upon the Three Kingdoms in the 1630s.35 As both 
her Laudian faith and her response to the Act of Supremacy show, Halkett believes in the king’s 
authority over not only the civil state but also the church. When she suggests that the people of 
Dunfermline are particularly sinful, she is cloaking a more trenchant political critique. Because 
they are predominantly Presbyterian, they undermine the king’s authority when they insist on 
practicing their faith.   
 When she determines to “make itt my indeauer [endeavor] to Suprese [suppress] itt 
[sinfulness] both in my Selfe & others,” therefore, she portrays her pious conduct as an act of 
political resistance that will counteract the conduct of those around her. A crucial motivation for 
her is to protect her son from such bad influences. “I shall haue my Child with mee” in 
Dunfermline, she writes, “and so [have] a beter opertunity of watching all occations to Suprese 
Sin in him & to bee allways instructing him in the Ways of piety & the vertues that attends [sic] 
itt” (MS.6492: vi). Beyond such household instruction, she also commits to modeling her piety 
publicly: “oh that I might bee there such an example for the practice of all holy dutys” (MS.6492: 
viii). Nevertheless, she portrays this resolution as a dangerous undertaking by comparing herself 
to Lot upon his relocation from Canaan to Sodom: 
 by my actions I might teach them [the people of Dunfermline] since by words I dare nott 
 (att Least att my first Comming amongst them) least they Say to mee as they did to Lott. 
 this one fellow/person is come to soiourne amongst vs & <hee> will needs be a Iudge 
 now will wee deale worse with thee then with them. (MS.6492: viii) 
 
                                                




Halkett cites “Gen / 19 / 9” in the margins: “And they said again, [t]his one fellow came in to 
sojourn, and he will needs be a judge: now will we deal worse with thee, than with them.”36 In 
this verse, the wicked Sodomites threaten to harm Lot when the displaced Canaanite opens his 
house to two angels of God: an episode that resonates with Halkett’s apprehensions that her 
Church of England practices will result in persecution. In this entry, therefore, Halkett vacillates 
between a commitment to adhere to her understanding of pious behavior – one informed by her 
High Church of England faith – and her concern that she will pay a severe price for doing so.  
 She ultimately singles out the practice of almsgiving as the religious practice that will 
likely have the most impact: 
butt to ye poorer Sort my Charity (if the Lord please to giue mee what may make that 
helpefull to them) may inuite them to a reformation since they shall partake of most who I 
see most Carefull to Serue God & obay him. (MS.6492: ix) 
 
In an earlier entry, Halkett resolves to set aside a considerable sum – “the tenth [of her settlement 
with Charles Halkett] . . . for Charitable vses”; to put this in perspective, she only reserves one-
third of the remaining income “for a Stocke to my Deare Child” (MS.6492: xix). By giving the 
most alms to those members of the poor “who I see most Carefull to Serue God,” Anne Halkett 
can counteract the practices of the predominantly Presbyterian community with a spiritual 
practice associated with the Church of England and Scottish Episcopalianism. Moreover, her 
ability to distribute charity is also a measure of her economic situation; she cannot give alms 
unless she has extra income to spare. Thus, it is noteworthy that Halkett qualifies her description 
of almsgiving in a parenthetical aside: she will distribute “my Charity (if the Lord please to giue 
mee what may make that helpfull to them)” (MS.6492: ix; my emphasis). Halkett does not overtly 
                                                
36 The full verse is as follows: “And they said, Stand back. And they said again, This one fellow came in to 
sojourn, and he will needs be a judge: now will we deal worse with thee, than with them. And they pressed sore 





implicate her stepson here; nevertheless, her claim earlier in the entry that “what hee [Robert] & 
I haue to subsist on is from this howse [Pitfirrane]” indicates that she can only give alms if 
Charles Halkett gives her enough income to do so (MS.6492: v). As subsequent Meditations 
volumes show, she was right to worry: Charles Halkett proved inconsistent in paying her 
jointure.37 The act that Halkett portrays as her most effective means of counteracting 
Presbyterianism in Dunfermline, therefore, is intricately tied to her relationship with her stepson, 
since her income comes directly from his inheritance. She hopes to create a safer moral 
community for herself her son through almsgiving, but she can only do so if her stepson proves 
willing to help them.   
 Halkett concludes this entry by once again offering herself to God, as she had done in the 
entry on the new year. In the latter entry, she records that “with my Selfe I offred vp my Child 
and all the Concernes of his Life & myne” (MS.6492: 351). Similarly, she writes in the entry on 
Dunfermline, “to him [God] therfore I shall with feruor offer vp my Selfe & all mine” (MS.6492: 
x). However, she adds onto this list, so that the full citation reads:  
to him [God] therfore I shall with feruor offer vp my Selfe & all mine and my indeauors 
& designes & if the Lord sees fitt hee Can blese mee so that I may bee instrumentall on 
doing good euen to that place <& people> who haue beene very ready to traduce 
[slander] mee vpon all occation. . . . (MS.6492: x)38 
 
She connects her lineage – “my Selfe & all mine” – with the strategies – “indeauors & designes” – 
that she plans to use in Dunfermline to protect it. The list’s slant rhyme between “mine” and 
“designes” reinforces her determination to avoid controversy in and among “that place <& 
                                                
37 E.g., an entry written on 12 January 1674/5: “I had allso yesterday my two yeares & a halfe Countts 
Subscribed & allowed of by my Son brought to mee & aproued of” (MS.6493: 331). Since she records owing 
numerous people and barely having money to give to charity in this entry, it seems most likely that Charles 
Halkett has been withholding payments rather than committing to future ones.  
  
38 Halkett uses the following definition of “traduce:” “to speak evil of, esp. (now always) falsely or maliciously; 
to defame, malign, vilify, slander, calumniate, misrepresent; †to blame, censure.” “traduce, v.,” OED Online, 





people> who haue beene very ready to traduce [slander] mee.” Although Anne Halkett does not 
specify the nature of the slander against her here, later Meditations entries portray an ongoing 
tension with both Presbyterians and Scottish Episcopalians as a result of her practices. On 5 June 
1674, for example, she records an argument about her almsgiving with a Presbyterian neighbor 
who accuses her of “vncharitablenese to such as differed from mee in Iudgement [i.e., faith] so 
that I refused to giue any thing”; in 1687, moreover, parishioners tell Halkett to stop kneeling to 
receive the sacrament during the Episcopalian services she attends: “I formerly vsed to kneele 
and therfore they did forbeare to communicate with mee” (MS.6493: 290; MS.6497: 286). It is 
through her insistence on keeping her Church of England practices, therefore, that Halkett resists 
the anti-monarchical sentiments in Dunfermline not only for herself but also – and ultimately – 
for her son. 
 If Anne Halkett’s first extant Meditations volumes chronicle her efforts to establish a family 
in Scotland that carries on the royalist principles that she herself learned from her parents, the 
Meditations volume that records Halkett’s sudden transition into widowhood shows how quickly 
such efforts can be frustrated. When her stepson asserts his legal power over his father’s property 
and family name, Halkett not only relinquishes some of her own rights – and, by extension, her 
son’s – but also finds her family in a hostile community.39 The primary cause of political dissent 
in Restoration Scotland was religion: Scottish Episcopalians and Presbyterians fought each other 
– through pamphlet wars and bloody skirmishes – for control of the nation’s church, until the Act 
of Supremacy led both denominations to contest Charles II’s assertion that he was head of the 
Church of Scotland as well as the Church of England. As Halkett’s reaction to the Act of 
                                                
39 Both Harris and Erickson provide statistics and case studies of aristocratic women who exercised great 
power as widows because they successfully retained the necessary resources and status. See English Aristocratic 





Supremacy demonstrates, she recognizes that her support for Charles’s policy places her on 
opposite sides of both Episcopalians and Presbyterians in Scotland. For Halkett, therefore, to be 
a royalist in Restoration Scotland means publicly defending the king’s religious authority.  
Consequently, practicing her faith in her community becomes imbued with political 
meaning, and Halkett particularly cares about her son’s ability to participate with her. Robert’s 
first communion on 23 August 1674, for example, is all the more significant because “the 
Contempt a [sic] neglect that I saw others haue for that holy ordinance made mee the more 
desirous to haue him know and bee Sencible of the value of itt” (MS.6493: 306). Communion 
happened far less frequently in Restoration Scotland than it did in London, a disparity that 
Halkett reads as impiety, or “Contempt and neglect.” Consequently, she must ensure that Robert 
knows the sacrament’s significance.40 Like almsgiving, communion is essential if Halkett is to 
retain her religious and political identity and pass it along to her son. As later Meditations volumes 
composed after the Autobiography reveal, Anne Halkett succeeded in indoctrinating her son. 
Robert Halkett joined the king’s navy in 1682 and tragically died while in the service of James 
VII & II on 5 October 1693. The offer that she had made to exchange her young daughter Betty 
for the health of the duke of Gloucester in 1660 is eerily evoked here. As potent as her grief is, 
however, Anne Halkett remains proud that her son had fulfilled his lineal family’s political 
legacy. On the first anniversary of his passing, she even articulates a wish to commemorate him 
via a “publicke trust” for the elderly or for impoverished children to get an education (MS.6500: 
328). For his loyalty, she asserts, he “deserues a Memoriall for hauing neither changed his 
Relligion Nor Allegiance though offten solicited to doe both.”  
* 
                                                
40 Leigh Schmidt notes that “[b]y the early seventeenth century, quarterly celebrations were rare, and 
semiannual and annual eucharists common.” Holy Fairs, Holy Fasts: Scottish Communions and American Revivals in the 





Resurrecting and Redefining Lineage in the Autobiography 
Seven years into her widowhood, Halkett abruptly experiences a particularly severe crisis 
that prompts her to write the manuscript that we call the Autobiography.41 On 22 April 1678, she 
records the genesis of this work in a volume of religious Meditations: 
by representing my vnparaleld [unparalleled] misfortunes & the wonderfull power and 
mercy of God in Suporting mee vnder them; wch beeing an euidence of the Lords 
Compasion[, I] may incline others to the greater Charity whose Seueare Censare [severe 
censure] of mee occationed an interruption to ye Conclusion of this booke to relate a 
True accountt of my life. (MS.6494: 294)42  
 
Most likely, this “Censare” was some kind of slander that used Halkett’s controversial 
relationship with Joseph Bampfield to malign her virtue. To mitigate the personal slander, 
therefore, Halkett seeks to assert her own sexual and political honor – to herself, at least, since 
she does not share this manuscript with anyone while she lives. In distancing herself from her 
relationship with Bampfield, she emphasizes a different set of relationships than heterosexual 
romances: relationships with powerful royalist families in Scotland.  In her most unsettled stage of 
exile and in the kingdom’s darkest days during the interregnum, Halkett insists, she accessed the 
raw materials and political manifestations of lineal families other than her own and used them to 
support the monarchy. The Autobiography explains how.  
 Like the Meditations, the Autobiography begins with a story of lineage. Although the first leaf 
of the extant manuscript is missing and the second damaged, Halkett appears to allude to – and 
then answer – slander leveled against her parents, Thomas Murray and Jane Drummond: “I 
                                                
41 See Trill, “Introduction,” xvii-xviii & xxxvi-vii for theories as to why the “Censare” refers to Bampfield, 
which I find persuasive if not conclusive. 
 
42 The “booke” to which Halkett refers is “The Rule for Words,” a meditation on Matthew 12:37: “For by thy 
words thou shalt be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be condemned” (MS.6494: 259). She notes that she 





need nott bee ashamed to owne [th]em,” she writes in response to this unknown accusation (2). 
She celebrates their pedigrees, linking them to two prominent Scots dynasties in the earls of 
Tullibardine and Perth.43 (Thus, even though Halkett’s parents were Scottish, Halkett always 
identifies as English.)44 Most importantly, she details their service to the royal family. “Hee 
[James VI & I] was thought a wise King who made choice of my f[ather] to bee Tutor to the 
Late King of blesed memory [Charles I],” Halkett writes of her father (2). Similarly, “my Mother 
may bee best knowne by beeing thought fitt both [by] the late King & Queenes Maiesty [Charles 
I and Henrietta Maria] to bee intrusted twice [wit]h the Charge & honer of beeing Gouernese to 
the Duke of [Gl]ocester & the Princese Elizabeth” (3). By filling the first two extant pages with an 
account of her parents’ intimacy with royal and aristocratic personages, Halkett defines her 
family history through their service to the royal family.  
 In the beginning of the Autobiography, Halkett swiftly summarizes her childhood education 
in order to skip to 1644, a crucial year in the history of the Wars of the Three Kingdoms as the 
tide slowly began turning against the king. Moreover, she presents the reader with a location that 
seems ripe for political action: Charleton, the Sussex estate of her brother-in-law, Sir Henry 
Newton. She depicts the estate as a safe royalist retreat for the Murray women, since Halkett and 
her mother withdraw there to escape Parliament’s control of London. Moreover, Elizabeth 
                                                
43 The earldoms of Tullibardine (family name: Murray) and Perth (family name: Drummond) were created in 
1606 and 1605, respectively. John Loftis et al., eds., The Memoirs of Anne, Lady Halkett, and Ann, Lady Fanshawe, 
193.   
 
44 A pertinent example comes from a 20 December 1690 Meditations entry in which Halkett describes the 
imprisonment and torture of an English Catholic in Scotland (she does not identify the location). At the time, 
her son is a prisoner of war in London for serving James VII & II during the Glorious Revolution, a fact that 
prompts the following reflection: “I could nott butt regrett his [the Englishman’s] seueare vsage butt beeing a 
Christian (though of a different Relligion from mee) & my owne Country Man this increases my concerne for him 
And so much the more that I haue a Child of my owne now a prisoner att London And by the Law of 
retaliation they might inflict the same one him beeing a Scotchman” (MS.6499: 50). (Halkett strikes through the 





Murray Newton, Halkett’s sister, had already successfully fought to recover the estate from 
sequestration (the seizure of royalist properties): “my Sister gott Liberty to Liue in her owne 
howse and had the fifth part [a portion of an estate’s finances that Parliament gave to the wives of 
men labeled as delinquents] to live vpon wch was obtained with deficulty <impertunity>” (14).45 
Halkett’s substitution of “deficulty” with “impertunity” – a word that means “troublesome 
pertinacity in solicitation” – emphasizes her sister’s determination to undermine the 
parliamentary cause and wrench back her estate.46 Halkett’s sister thus continues their parents’ 
legacy of service to the royal family. Even though Charleton is not actually a property owned by 
Halkett’s lineal family, she portrays it as a place governed by her mother and sister. It thus seems 
primed for Anne Halkett to make her own contributions to the royalist cause. 
Instead, however, Halkett’s time at Charleton is defined by “an act of disobedience” and 
the subsequent disruption that this act creates between herself and her lineal relations (5).47 She 
enters a forbidden romance with a nobleman whose family, the eminent Howard dynasty, 
required a much higher dower than the Murrays could afford.48 Halkett portrays her younger self 
                                                
45 Cf. Margaret Cavendish’s unsuccessful petition in Chapter 1. 
  
46 “importunity, n.,” OED Online, accessed 27 October 2011, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/92582?redirectedFrom=importunity#eid.  For the negotiations women 
made to receive allowances from their husband’s sequestered estates, see Blair Worden, The Rump Parliament 
(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1974), 96-99, 216, 223, 283. 
 
47 Mary Beth Rose reads this episode as a struggle for autonomy similar to that of male heroes in romances and 
novels who separate from home on quests that reveal their character, and thus their identity. She does not 
focus on the political implications of this “achievement of self-definition through separation and conflict.” 
“Gender, Genre, and History,” 270.   
 
48 Information on Thomas Howard’s father, an influential noble during the wars, can be found in Victor 
Stater, “Howard, Edward, first Baron Howard of Escrick (d. 1675),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2008), accessed 5 July 2011, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/13893. Edward Howard sided with parliament when war broke out, 
but he remained an important ally for the Murrays because he sat on the committee for compounding. Halkett 
writes that Baron Howard “had beene so obleiging to my Mother & Sister as to vse his Lords interest with ye 
Parleamentt to preuentt the ruine of my brothers howse and k[in]” (6). It is not clear which brother – or 




as slightly smitten but mainly just accommodating of Thomas Howard’s intense passion: “I 
Looked on this as a violent passion wch would nott Last Long” (7). The clandestine nature of their 
romance meant that no one else hears her when she repeatedly tells Howard “I euer Looked 
vpon Marying withoutt Consentt of Parentts, as the highest act of ingratitude” (17). Such words 
portray Halkett as someone who privileges her lineal relations above potential marriage relations. 
Halkett’s mother, however, responds to the romance as though Halkett herself were a traitorous 
parliamentarian deserving of surveillance and imprisonment. “[M]y Chamber & liberty of Lying 
alone was taken from mee,” Halkett writes, and “all Care was vsed that might preuentt . . . 
Corespondence” (12, 20).49 In another scene, Halkett cleverly appears blindfolded at her window 
to appease both her lover – who will not leave until he sees her – and her mother – who has 
ordered Halkett not to see him.50 “I had as much ioy in finding outt this meanes to yeeld to him 
wthoutt disquiett to my Selfe, as if itt had beene of more Considerable Consequence,” she writes 
(16). This comment once again suggests Halkett’s relative indifference to Howard, as she focuses 
on easing her “disquiett” and implies that such equivocation might best employed in the service 
of a “more Considerable Consequence” such as the royalist cause. Anne Halkett thus finds her 
                                                                                                                                                       
Thomas Howard a political as well as an economic incompatibility with Anne Halkett, but Halkett omits this 
significant truth because of the assistance that her natal family received from the Howards despite the political 
differences. This part of the Thomas Howard affair shows that aristocratic and gentry families could overlook 
even intense political differences to support each other.  
 
49 Many scholars have noted that Halkett incorporates rhetorical strategies, and even borrows a scene, from 
romance and tragicomedy in this section. N. H. Keeble argues for chivalric romance as an influence in 
“Obedient Subjects?” Kim Walker disputes this on the basis of Keeble’s own claim that chivalric romance 
“depended upon female fragility and passivity” and instead argues for the influence of drama. “Obedient 
Subjects?,” 210; quoted in Walker, “‘Divine Chymistry’ and Dramatic Character: The Lives of Lady Anne 
Halkett,” in Women Writing, 1550-1750, ed. Jo Wallwork and Paul Salzman (Bundoora, Australia: Meridian, 
2001), 133-49, at 138. Mary Ellen Lamb, however, asserts that “it is not necessary to choose between the 
genres of tragicomedy and romance,” because “[s]imilarities to both genres appear.” “Merging the Secular and 
the Spiritual,” 81.  
 





political agency stifled by her mother who wrongly believes Halkett prioritizes her romance with 
Howard over her mother’s orders.  
In truth, Halkett is an eager royalist who would rather eschew romance altogether, as she 
tells her mother when she resolves to leave this oppressive atmosphere for a protestant nunnery 
in the Netherlands: “Since I found nothing would please her that I could doe, I was resolued to 
goe where I could most please my Selfe, wch was in a Solitary retired Life” (20). Her phrase 
“Solitary retired Life” evokes the trope of the royalist retreat common among interregnum 
royalist writers such as Henry Vaughan and Robert Herrick. The idea behind the retreat is that 
those who withdraw to avoid danger can perform political resistance at home, often by 
entertaining company and practicing mirth.51 In her wish to be “Solitary,” Halkett revises this 
trope slightly to underscore her lack of interest in any romantic company. Instead of fleeing 
parliamentary persecution, or defeat on the battlefield, however, Halkett must retreat from her 
mother: this situation shows a complete breakdown of Halkett’s representation of Charleton as 
politically empowering for the women in her family. In this extended scene at Charleton, 
therefore, Halkett pointedly shows how suitors actually stifle her political agency, because 
Thomas Howard’s presence only leads her mother and sister to treat her with the suspicion, 
surveillance, and confinement befitting a political adversary, a traitor to the family. The resulting 
disruption of these lineal relationships, especially the one between Halkett and her mother, 
                                                
51 For the trope of retreat, see Earl Miner’s still influential The Cavalier Mode from Jonson to Cotton; Leah S. 
Marcus, The Politics of Mirth: Jonson, Herrick, Milton, Marvell, and the Defense of Old Holiday Pastimes (Chicago: Univ. 
of Chicago Press, 1986); Anselment, Loyalist Resolve: Patient Fortitude in the English Civil War (Newark, DE: Univ. of 
Delaware Press, 1988); Annabel Patterson, Censorship and Interpretation, 152-66; Gerald MacLean, Time’s Witness: 
Historical Representations in English Poetry, 1603-1660 (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1990); Thomas N. 
Corns, Uncloistered Virtue: English Political Literature, 1640-1660 (Oxford, Clarendon Press: 1992); Nigel Smith, 
Literature and Revolution in England, 1640-1660 (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1994), 203-33; James Loxley, 
Royalism and Poetry in the English Civil Wars: The Drawn Sword (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1997); Robert 
Wilcher, The Writing of Royalism: 1629-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2001), 243-49, 252-60, 265-
67, 299-348; Anthony Welch, “Epic Romance, Royalist Retreat, and the English Civil War,” Modern Philology 





means that the young maiden cannot use Charleton to further her goal of supporting the royalist 
cause. Instead, Charleton is a site of unrealized potential for Halkett, where the conditions for 
political agency would be ideal – a place inhabited by multiple generations of women from the 
same lineage, a place that one of those women has already fought the interregnum government 
to keep – had Thomas Howard not been there. The exogamic heterosexual relationship does not 
enhance her standing among her natal relations, as marriage was supposed to do for young noble 
and gentlewomen; rather, it threatens to destroy it. 
 Anne Halkett thus represents her time at Charleton as a failure on her part to use the 
economic and social support of her lineal family to facilitate her own political agency. Her exile 
to Scotland in 1650, however, would logically only exacerbate her helplessness; even though her 
mother dies in 1647, Halkett still had her siblings. Indeed, Halkett initially refers to Scotland as 
“a strange place” even though it is the land of her ancestry (66). When she describes her crossing 
into Scotland in June 1650, however, she is immediately presented with a familiar sight: a mirror 
image of her mother in the form of an Edinburgh innkeeper. She addresses the woman: “Mrs I 
Cannott butt haue a kindnese for you because you haue a very great resemblance of my Mother” 
(68). The symbolic resurrection of Halkett’s late mother in this land of exile provides an uncanny 
solution to Halkett’s goal to “find outt some that I had formerly knowne in England” (68). Here, 
romance conventions are put to productive use, as Halkett uses the notion of the double to 
resurrect her dead mother.52 When she tells the innkeeper that she has “a kindnese” for her, 
Halkett refers not only to the modern definition of affection but also to the early modern 
definition of kinship; in this encounter, the innkeeper’s physical resemblance to her mother 
                                                
52 In my first chapter on Margaret Cavendish, I show how she uses allegory in order also to resurrect her dead 
parents. She presents them as embodied in the allegorical figures of the Duke and the Duchess of Newcastle – 
which themselves are fictional representations of herself and her husband, the duke of Newcastle – in The 





becomes a sign of Halkett’s maternal ancestral ties to Scotland.53 By having the face of her 
mother magically appear on the face of the innkeeper, Halkett recasts Scotland as a land not of 
exile but of “kindnese,” both of affect and of kinship.  
The innkeeper’s response to Halkett’s observation is to introduce an actual family 
connection into the conversation: “shee clapt her hands & said Nay then I will neuer inquire any 
more who you are for I am Sure you are Will Murrays Sister, for hee offten told me ye Same” 
(68). The innkeeper symbolically resurrects another member of the Murray lineage in this 
reference to Anne’s late brother Will (36). (An active conspirator, Will had traveled frequently to 
Scotland on the king’s behalf and worked closely with Colonel Bampfield; as a result, he was 
accused by other conspirators of plotting with Bampfield to replace Charles Stuart with the duke 
of York on the throne, and Halkett suggests that his grief over these accusations exacerbated the 
illness that caused his death.)54 Although the innkeeper can only evoke his memory, Will 
Murray’s absent presence further marks the inn as a place associated with the Murray family’s 
legacy of royalist service: a lineal space, or a space that houses visible and invisible reminders of 
the Murray clan. In these early scenes, Halkett presents Scotland as a place in which Murrays 
have a family history of royalist service – a history ready for Anne Halkett to continue now that 
she has arrived. When the innkeeper subsequently introduces a living relative, an unidentified 
kinsman of Jane Drummond, he literally fleshes out this literary resurrection of the Murray 
lineage in Scotland: “Shee [the innkeeper] then informed mee of a Kinsman of my Mothers . . . 
                                                
53 “kindness, n.,” OED Online, accessed 27 October 2011, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/103470?redirectedFrom=kindness#eid.  
 
54 Halkett passionately vindicates her brother in the Autobiography and insists that one of his champions was 
Charles himself: “Though the King did not beleaue itt as hee told my brother when hee [Charles] Sentt for 
him yett Such was his present Condittion that he [Charles] must either Banish him or els disobleige those 
persons whose Seruice was most vsefull to him. this his Matie expressed with some trouble butt [“]Will:[”] (sayd 
hee) [“] to shew you I giue noe Creditt to this accusation when euer you heare I am in Scottland (where I hope 




that had beene att her howse that day & shee knew hee would be glad to See mee” (68). In the 
first place that she visits in Scotland, therefore, Halkett has an uncanny series of encounters that 
evoke her birth family. The inn, however, is only a temporary residence, as her kinsman confirms 
when he mentions that the aristocracy only stay there if they “had nott howses of there owne” 
(68). To find more than just a room of her own, Halkett must go beyond symbolically rooting her 
family’s royalist lineage in Scotland through this ghostly resurrection. Instead, she must point to 
an actual lineal family whose resources enable her to serve the royalist cause.  
Halkett finds that family when she describes another forced flight she experienced during 
her exile. After the inn, Halkett moves transiently between the country houses of Scots royalists in 
the southeast near Edinburgh. Of these families, the Setons, the line of the earls of Dunfermline, 
stand out. Not only are the Setons connected to the burgh of Dunfermline where Halkett writes 
the Autobiography, but they also own the residence where she lives in the center of town, Abbot 
House.55 Moreover, Halkett claims that Charles Seton, the earl of Dunfermline, was the first 
Scottish royalist to invite her to Scotland: “the Earle of Dunfermeline writt very earnestly to 
desire mee to come into Scottland where the King intended to bee Shortly and therfore hee 
thought that would bee the most Conuenient time for mee to Come when I would haue many 
freinds to asist mee” (65). While Halkett resides with the Setons, Oliver Cromwell’s army 
suddenly invades Scotland after the decisive royalist defeat at Dunbar, approximately forty miles 
away on the southeastern coast. In a phrase reminiscent of her lament of her condition as “a 
stranger, borne & bred in another Country” in the Meditations, Halkett portrays herself here as “a 
Stranger that was destitute of all meanes that should asist mee in a retreat”: in other words, a 
young woman strapped for cash and far from home (Meditations MS.6492: 116; Autobiography 74). 
                                                





As in the earlier work, she associates estrangement with dislocation, since she lacks not only the 
funds for a journey of relocation but also a clear place to go. As a family of one, Halkett initially 
anticipates a solitary retreat. However, the countess of Dunfermline invites Halkett to withdraw 
with her family to Fyvie Castle, their estate over one hundred miles to the north in 
Aberdeenshire. In so doing, the countess promises her that they will share the same fate, for good 
or ill: “her Las [Ladyship] assur[ed] mee of much wellcome & that I should fare as shee did” (74). 
Halkett thus assimilates her history in Scotland with that of the family that invited her to cross 
the Borders into the nation. She implicitly connects her earlier retreat to Charleton with her 
mother to this retreat to Fyvie with the maternal countess of Dunfermline. 
Consequently, Halkett merges the episodes at Charleton and the Edinburgh inn to 
portray Fyvie as a surrogate lineal home. Fyvie is headed by a royalist woman whose age – a 
generation older than Halkett – makes her a suitable maternal substitute, and it is a stable 
property associated with a longstanding aristocratic lineage.56 Moreover, the countess and other 
female relatives welcome Halkett, a stark contrast to the hostility that she had experienced at 
Charleton. Halkett conveys their generosity and her appreciation of it in two near-identical 
statements that create a frame for the narrative of her time at Fyvie Castle:  
Itt would bee too tedious to relate here how I spentt ye time I was att fyvie wch was neere 
two yeeres butt itt was so agreeably that in all my Life I neuer was so Long together So 
truly Contented. for the noble familly I was in dayly increased my obligation to them. (79) 
[ . . . . ] 
Itt was noe wonder iff I had trouble to part with the Noble familly att fyvie where I had 
beene neere two yeare[s] treated with all the kindnese imaginable and where my 
Sattisfaction was so great that I could Contentedly haue spentt the remainder of my Life 
there if itt had beene as Conuenientt as itt was pleasing. (86) 
 
                                                
56 See Kearns, “Fashioning Innocence,” 350; Walker, “‘Divine Chymistry’ and Dramatic Character”; and 





The overlap in Halkett’s vocabulary is striking and indicates how important Halkett considers 
these expressions of gratitude to the Setons, the “Noble familly” both in terms of their aristocratic 
rank and their honorable hospitality. Moreover, Halkett recycles some of the language from the 
Charleton episode further to establish the contrast between her lineal family retreat and this 
surrogate version. At Charleton, for example, Halkett wishes for a “Solitary retired Life” (20). 
She receives it at Fyvie, where she enjoys “the tranquility of that retired Condittion” (77). What 
lies inside the frame, therefore, is Anne Halkett’s representation of the ideal home for which she 
has been searching while in exile, a home where she “could Contentedly haue spentt the 
remainder of my Life” (86). For Halkett, that means a home where she can exercise royalist 
political agency facilitated by lineal – or surrogate lineal – relations.  
Halkett ironically introduces the Setons’ Fyvie Castle, her place of retreat, as a castle 
besieged. The earl of Dunfermline joins his wife, her household, and Halkett at the castle only to 
retreat further into the north to escape Cromwell’s army: “when the Army Came to Aberdeene 
hee wentt to Muray [Moray, about 50 miles north of Aberdeen] till hee Could make some 
Capitulation [terms] for himselfe” (80).57 As one of Charles II’s top military and political advisors 
during the interregnum, the earl withdrew from Fyvie so that he could negotiate terms of 
surrender or safe passage.58 The pregnant countess, her kinswomen, and Halkett, therefore, form 
a figurative first line of defense for the family, holding down the castle as the New Model Army 
approaches. When a small band of soldiers detach from their regiments and raid the castle, Anne 
Halkett has the opportunity to show her value as a royalist: “my Lady Dunfermeline beeing then 
                                                
57 “The making of terms, or of a bargain or agreement; negotiation.” “capitulation, n.,” OED Online, accessed 
11 August 2013, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/27490?redirectedFrom=capitulation#eid. 
 
58 T. F. Henderson, “Seton, Charles, second earl of Dunfermline (1615–1672),” rev. Edward M. Furgol, Oxford 





great with Child was much disordered with feare of there [their] insolence & . . . desired mee to 
Goe & speake to them to See if I could preuaile with them as beeing there [their] 
Countrywoman” (80). Halkett’s Englishness – her primary marker of difference among the 
Scottish royalist families – suddenly becomes the key to her effectiveness as a royalist. Halkett 
pointedly shows her respect for the countess’s leadership – a respect that her mother refused to 
acknowledge when they both resided at Charleton in 1644 – when she claims that she would 
have met the soldiers immediately but wanted to wait “till I had your Las Command” (81). Mary 
Seton acknowledges and utilizes Halkett’s fervent desire and ability to serve the royalist cause. 
The countess is therefore more than a sufficient replacement for Halkett’s mother; she improves 
upon Jane Drummond as a maternal figure, because she reaffirms Halkett’s royalist identity.  
Halkett manages to reason with the soldiers despite their impressive opening volley:  “the 
first question they asked was if I were the English whore that came to meett the King” (81). In so 
doing, she cleverly disguises the real strength of Fyvie Castle – its women – when she asks the 
soldiers, “what aduantage . . . can you propose to your Selues to fright a person of honor who is 
great with Child & few butt Chilldren and weemen in the howse” (81). The countess’s pregnancy 
– the very condition that Halkett uses to convince the soldiers of her vulnerability and 
helplessness – is what will ensure the family’s survival and thus its power; Mary Seton is not only 
the head of the household at Fyvie while her husband is in hiding, but she also carries the future 
of the family inside her. Halkett thus identifies the very lineal relationships that give royalism 
power and stability: the “weemen” will teach their “Chilldren” to be royalists. In defending the 
castle, therefore, Halkett also defends the political power of the lineal family.  
Moreover, as Halkett proudly recalls, her success in mollifying the soldiers ensures that no 




Secured from many insolencys that were practised in other places” (82).59 She even does one 
better in her second encounter with the New Model Army, because officers – who do not wave 
pistols or sling insults – visit. “Coll[onel] Lilburne Coll[onel] Fitts [Fitch] & Co[lonel] Ouerton,” 
as Halkett identifies them, are all significant political figures: Thomas Fitch was governor of 
Carlisle from 1649-51; the regicide Robert Lilburne, brother of the Leveller leader John 
Lilburne, became commander-in-chief of Cromwell’s army in Scotland; and Robert Overton 
became governor of most of north and west Scotland between 1651 and 1653.60 At Fyvie, 
Colonel Fitch is initially the most important of the officers; since he and Anne Halkett have 
mutual acquaintances, Halkett successfully communicates the countess’s request “to get a pase 
[pass] for my Lord D[unfermline] to haue Liberty to retarne [return] home” to see the birth of 
his child (82). Once again, Halkett draws upon her connections to the English aristocracy and 
gentry to help the Seton family. Here, she does more than protect the castle walls and the 
household within; she manages to bring the patriarch of the family – a man wanted by 
parliament – safely home to witness the birth of his daughter. She thus becomes an integral 
negotiator with the opposition, using her connections to protect a valuable royalist politician and 
his lineal family. 
The culmination of Halkett’s residence at Fyvie, however, is actually a (civil) confrontation: a 
political debate between her and Colonel Overton on the last day of the officers’ sojourn. They 
find themselves seated together at dinner, and Halkett cannot leave Overton’s claim that God is 
                                                
59 For Cromwell’s actions in Scotland, see S. R. Gardiner, History of the Commonwealth and Protectorate, 1649-1656 
(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1894-1901), Volume1, Chapters 12 & 14; and Volume 2, Chapters16 & 
20; and John D. Grainger, Cromwell Against the Scots: The Last Anglo-Scottish War, 1650-1652 (East Linton, 
Scotland: Tuckwell Press, 1997).  
 
60 Barbara Taft, “Overton, Robert (1608/9–1678/9),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 






on the New Model Army’s side unchallenged. Before she fulfills Overton’s request to elaborate, 
however, she fulfills her first duty to the Setons: “I shall very freely giue [her opinion] vpon the 
Condittion that what euer I say you may nott make vse of itt to <the> preiudice of the noble 
famelly I Liue in” (83). By saying “in” rather than “with,” Halkett subtly indicates just how much 
she has integrated herself into the household at Fyvie as a true asset to the family. Nevertheless, 
she secures their protection but leaves herself open to any potential repercussions for voicing her 
political beliefs. Having secured the safety of the people and property of her adopted royalist 
lineage, Halkett is now ready to defend its ideology.  
According to the Autobiography, Halkett undermines Overton’s claims of tyranny by 
shifting the debate to the simple issue of political stability. Overton claims that the Book of Daniel 
– with verses such as “he [God] removeth kings, and setteth up kings” – justifies the overthrow of 
a monarchy, and he claims that Charles I’s reign “was a Tiranicall Gouernmentt and therfore fitt 
to bee destroyed” (84).61 Halkett responds, however, by asking the colonel why the government 
has changed so many times since the regicide. Overton can only reply: “they began to bee as bad 
as hee [the king] & therfore wee Changed”; his words thus implicitly acknowledge that tyranny is 
not exclusive to monarchy, although the adjective “bad” is hardly indicative of political savvy 
(84). Halkett seizes upon this weak explanation: “so you will euer find reason to Change what 
euer Gouermentt you try, till you Come to beg of the King to Come home and Gouerne you 
againe” (84). The verb “try” portrays supporters of parliament as thoughtless; they only “find 
reason” after they discover that their most recent “try” at a government has failed. A revolving 
door of governments, Halkett implies, will eventually convince even the parliamentarians to seek 
the stability of the monarchy and “beg of the King to Come home.” Halkett ends her recollection 
                                                





of the debate here, with this point about the stability of the monarchy. Overton purportedly 
offers a slight concession to her points when he simply says, “if this should Come to pase I will 
Say you are a prophetese” (84). By writing this line in 1678, Halkett confirms her words as 
prophecy; moreover, Overton’s eventual imprisonment under Cromwell only reinforces his 
portrayal here as open to persuasion. As Halkett asserts, “hee was nott vnsattisfied with my 
discourse” (84). The context of the debate is as important as its text. Their conversation presents 
the country house as a space where public political debate can and should occur. Country houses 
are hardly neutral spaces, and Halkett quite literally defends royalism –especially its insistence on 
the stability of hereditary succession – on Fyvie’s grounds.  
The episode at Fyvie Castle thus offers a case for increased female political agency within 
royalist conspiracy and royalism more generally. With both sets of soldiers, Anne Halkett shows 
that her most effective means of protecting and promoting royalism is political debate. (It is not, 
however, the only means.) By presenting herself as an integral member of the Seton family at 
Fyvie, she redefines the potential of the aristocratic estate as a suitable place for political 
interactions usually limited to official – and thus male – sites of power. In the Autobiography, 
Halkett advocates not only for the restoration of the monarchy but also for greater recognition of 
the capabilities of women within a mixed monarchy. In so doing, she celebrates the lineal family 
as the context in which women can successfully exercise political agency independent of not only 










 In this chapter, I have shown how Anne Halkett uses autobiography to show that the 
source of political identity is the lineal family, and, as a result, lineal bonds must always be 
cultivated, even if they are ultimately redefined in the process. In both the Meditations and the 
Autobiography, she chronicles the history of her family in an attempt to record of growing political 
power. As Halkett becomes more isolated as first a wife and then a widow in Scotland, however, 
her Meditations increasingly chart the dissolution of familial bonds and the economic and social 
support they bring. She writes a retrospective narrative that romanticizes her past as a successful 
quest to uncover lineal bonds in Scotland – redefining those bonds in the process. Halkett thus 
does not use romance in the Autobiography as comprehensively as – or for the same reasons that – 
scholars suggest. By recognizing that she structures her narrative around a quest for lineal bonds 
rather than a successful marital relationship, I depart from current scholars who characterize the 
Autobiography as a precursor to the novel and its marriage plots.62 The Autobiography is innovative, 
but not because it anticipates a genre that Halkett did not know. Rather, it is revisionary for the 
way in which Halkett redefines the lineal family to tell a story that is only ostensibly about the 
self. That self, as she defines it, is inextricable from her lineage, so much so that Halkett redefines 
the bonds of lineage in order to construct her chosen identity as a royalist who acts on behalf of 
her blood relations as well as the royal bloodline.  
 Anne Halkett composed at least six more volumes of occasional mediations – as well as 
many forms of devotional writing – after she completed the Autobiography in 1678.63 In these 
                                                
62 See Seelig, Rippl, and Rose in particular. 
 
63 Minister, friend, and informal literary executor Simon Couper lists at least one volume of occasional 
meditations, supposedly composed between 1684-85, which is not in the NLS catalogue. The five extant 





volumes, she retains the focus on politics and family with which she began her first Meditations 
volume as a married woman in Scotland.64 On 19 February 1698, a year before her death, the 
seventy-six year-old widow reflects on the fate of her manuscript volumes and resolves to fulfill 
her Scottish Episcopalian minister and friend Simon Couper’s request that she turn them over to 
him and his fellow minister, James Graeme. Having outlived her son – whom she once 
envisioned might publish her “Instructions” to him – she has no lineal relations to whom she can 
bequeath her writings.65 She imagines that “if affter I was dead if they [Couper and Graeme] 
thought fitt then to make them knowne perhaps itt might excite some to haue Charity to my 
Memory. And others of greater capacity imploy them to the honor of God” (Ms.6502: 263). 
Requesting one book at a time and “promising Secresy,” Couper recognizes the political danger 
in her writings, which contain treasonous protests against the reign of William and Mary 
(Ms.6502: 265).66 He also, however, recognizes the political potential of Halkett’s devotional 
writings and her religious practices. After Halkett’s death in 1699, he publishes small pamphlets 
of her devotional writings and a biography – The Life of the Lady Halket [sic] (1701) – that quotes 
liberally from the “Occationall” Meditations and the Autobiography. Through these publications, 
Anne Halkett is presented as the model of piety that she had wanted her late son and the 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
64 One key storyline is the ongoing attempt by the Fife Presbytery in the 1680s and 90s to depose the 
Episcopalian ministers whose services Halkett attends at Dunfermline Abbey. While Halkett records the official 
hearings, she also notes her own actions, which include writing a letter on the ministers’ behalf and allowing 
her residence (Abbot House) to be used as a place where information is exchanged between local nobility who 
also support them. Even though Simon Couper and James Graeme are eventually deposed, Halkett still 
manages to hear them preach and continues building a close relationship with Couper in particular. See 
MS.6501: 211-12 & MS.6502: 259, 334-35. 
 
65 At the end of the “Instructions to my Son,” Halkett writes that “I will neither prohibite you the vse nor the 
publishing of what I haue writt so that you make good vse of them, butt I intended ym [them] neuer to bee 
Seene as Long as I Liue” (MS.6492: 306-07).  
 





Dunfermline community to emulate in her entry about her relocation there; Couper uses her 
words to precede his own religious treatises that defend episcopacy in Scotland.67  
 Through publication, Halkett’s story of herself and her understanding of lineal relations 
will infiltrate the bookshelves and libraries of multiple homes, planting its roots in multiple 
physical spaces presumably owned by those who share Halkett’s views. Thus, Anne Halkett’s 
autobiographical manuscripts are physical containers for her stories about lineage, the 
chronological series of volumes even evoking the linear nature of family histories. In deciding to 
publish them posthumously, Halkett gives new life to her conceptions of lineage and how 
redefining the bonds that constitute it can better enable royalist political action. As she once 
defended the Seton lineage at Fyvie Castle, so future generations readers keep her story alive on 
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“Pulling the Flesh from His Bones”: Bunyan’s Spiritual and Earthly Lineages 
There was some books, too, piled up perfectly exact, on each corner of the table. . . . One was Pilgrim’s Progress, 
about a man that left his family, it didn’t say why. – Huckleberry Finn, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
(1884)  
 
 In Mark Twain’s novel, Huckleberry Finn finds John Bunyan’s allegorical tale of 
Protestant salvation undisturbed – and thus unread – on the Grangerford family’s living room 
table, a detail that satirizes the hypocrisy of the wealthy slave owners’ claims to Christian 
behavior. Huck’s humorous yet poignant summation of the book focuses exclusively on the 
literal, rather than the symbolic, level of allegory in the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), 
reading into Christian’s abandonment of his wife and children to go on pilgrimage allusions to 
his own absent, abusive father: this was a book “about a man that left his family, it didn’t say 
why.”1 He thus identifies the book as, in some fundamental way, concerned with family rupture 
and loss as much as with grace and salvation.  
Generations of Bunyan readers and literary scholars besides Huck have considered 
Christian’s decision to leave his family unsettling, but his departure actually reflects a significant 
dilemma that faced all seventeenth-century Protestant believers. This dilemma, which I call the 
dilemma of devotion, required believers to balance an absolute devotion to God with earthly and 
                                                
1 Alfred Bendixen emphasizes the connection between Christian and Huck, writing “[b]oth Huck and 
Christian are outcasts whose moral superiority is based on a rejection of civilization’s values, on a flight from 
society.” While I see the logic for this reading, I also think the connections between Christian and Huck’s 





spiritual responsibilities to one’s earthly family.2 What made this particularly difficult was the 
contradictory advice provided by scripture. Verses such as 1 Timothy 5:8 warned that “if any 
provide not for his own [family], and specially for those of his own house, he hath denied the 
faith, and is worse than an infidel.”3 Bunyan echoes this directive from 1 Timothy in his 1663 
domestic conduct manual On Christian Behaviour, telling the (male) master of the family that “it 
lyeth upon thee to care for them [“thy family”] that they have a convenient livelyhood.”4  This 
advice had practical significance, since the household was central to puritan practice, especially 
in times of persecution.5 In his 1692 commentary on 1 Corinthians 7, however, Bunyan glosses 
verse 29 in particular – “But this I say, brethren, the time is short: it remaineth, that both they 
that have wives be as though they had none” – as an injunction to have “a complete divorce, 
betwixt the soul and all inordinate love and affections to [earthly] relations.”6 In addition to 
                                                
2 Although a dilemma by definition is a choice between two unfavorable alternatives, I use the word because it 
exemplifies how the positive actions of love for one’s family and devotion to God can become negatively 
valenced when they are presented as two mutually exclusive options. “dilemma, n.,” OED Online, accessed 14 
August 2013, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/52772?rskey=VbioZT&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid. 
 
3 Spelling and phrasing of scripture as cited in Bunyan’s writings indicate that he primarily used the AV, 
although Richard Greaves also notes that Bunyan made use of the Geneva Bible. Glimpses of Glory, 604.  
 
4 Christian Behaviour; Or The Fruits of true Christianity, accessed 15 August 2013, 
http://gateway.proquest.com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:54051, 46. The address to the “master of the family” is clearly 
intended for a male audience. Although real life households did not always conform to this hierarchical 
structure, Bunyan does not substantively challenge this patriarchal ideal in any of the works under discussion in 
this chapter.  
 
5 Edmund S. Morgan, The Puritan Family: Religious and Domestic Relations in Seventeenth-Century New England (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1966); Levin L. Schücking, The Puritan Family: A Social Study from the Literary Sources (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1970); and Owen C. Watkins, The Puritan Experience (New York: Schocken, 1972) 
provide early analyses of the puritan family. For more recent studies of the centrality of the household to godly 
practice, see Andrew Cambers, “Reading, the Godly, and Self-Writing in England, circa 1580-1720,” Journal of 
British Studies 46 (October 2007): 796-825 and Godly Reading: Print, Manuscript and Puritanism in England, 1580-
1720 (Cambridge, Cambridge Univ. Press, 2011); see also Cambers and Michelle Wolfe, “Reading, Family 
Religion, and Evangelical Identity in Late Stuart England,” The Historical Journal 47, no. 4 (2004): 875-96. 
 





addressing both sides of the dilemma – not necessarily at the same time – in the manuals, 
sermons, and treatises that comprise the bulk of his writing, Bunyan tries to present the dilemma 
as a believer might actually experience it in the fictional Pilgrim’s Progress. The result is an account 
of an allegorical Christian man who “put[s] his fingers in his Ears, and runs on crying, Life, Life, 
Eternal Life” as his wife and children “cry after him to return” (2). This scene certainly 
acknowledges the centrality of the dilemma to puritan life, and, as I will shortly suggest, it also 
offers a solution. The image is so stark, however, as to render Christian’s decision distinctly 
disquieting, and it thus fails to address the emotional conflict that the dilemma presents. 
 For decades, scholars have offered a variety of interpretations for Christian’s behavior: 
that his departure is unnecessarily harsh (in Christopher Hill’s famous words, “literally . . . 
horrifying”), that it is necessarily harsh in order to achieve his salvation, and that it is a temporary 
abandonment redeemed by the second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress (1684), in which Christian’s 
journey inspires his wife and children to go on pilgrimage themselves.7 This last argument, most 
                                                
7 Christopher Hill, A Turbulent, Seditious and Factious People: John Bunyan and His Church (Oxford, Clarendon Press: 
1988), 227. Sharing in Hill’s view is Monica Furlong in Puritan’s Progress A Study of John Bunyan (New York: 
Coward, McCann & Geoghegan, 1975), 161, 175-76, and 193-94. Of those who consider Christian’s departure 
an “obligation . . . to follow a light which has no correlative in the world of fixed objects,” the most influential 
work is Stanley Fish’s chapter on Bunyan in Self-Consuming Artifacts (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1972), 
224-64, in which the above quotation appears on page 242. Others include Gordon Campbell, “Fishing in 
Other Men’s Waters: Bunyan and the Theologians” and John R. Knott, “‘Thou must live upon my Word’: 
Bunyan and the Bible,” both in John Bunyan: Conventicle and Parnassus; Tercentenary Essays, ed. N. H. Keeble 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988), 137-51, at 165 and 154-70, at 149 respectively; James Turner, “Bunyan’s 
Sense of Place,” in The Pilgrim’s Progress: Critical and Historical Views, ed. Vincent Newey (Liverpool: Liverpool 
Univ. Press, 1980), 91-110, at 108-09; and James Forrest, “Conspectus: The Critical Reception of The Pilgrim’s 
Progress, Second Part,” Bunyan Studies 1, no. 1 (1988): 36-42, at 39. Michael Davies comes to the same 
conclusion, albeit via a more formal and historical reading of Christian’s departure, one that emphasizes both 
the genre of allegory and the significance of the covenant of grace to Bunyan’s theology: “[o]nly if we read this 
action gracefully, understanding Christian’s desertion of his family within the compass of an allegorical mode 
that takes advantage of literal-metaphorical hesitations in making the unseen visible, can we accept such 
apparently unChristian behaviour unproblematically.” Graceful Reading: Theology and Narrative in the Works of John 
Bunyan (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), 277. For the argument about the need to read the first narrative in 
relation to the second, see N. H. Keeble, “Christiana’s Key: The Unity of The Pilgrim’s Progress,” in The Pilgrim’s 
Progress: Critical and Historical Views, ed. Newey, 1-20, at 10-11; and Kathleen M. Swaim, “Christian’s ‘Christian 
Behaviour’ to His Family in Pilgrim’s Progress,” Religion and Literature 21, no. 3 (Autumn 1989): 1-15, and Pilgrim’s 




prominently advanced by N. H. Keeble and Kathleen M. Swaim, recognizes the moderating 
effect of the second narrative on the “horrifying” opening of the first; whereas Keeble elegantly 
claims that “Christian has quite literally saved his family by abandoning it,” and thus the two 
narratives must be read as a complete whole, Swaim uses puritan domestic manuals to suggest 
that the second narrative allows Bunyan to redeem the spiritual significance of puritan marriage.8 
This chapter builds on these important observations about the relationship between the two 
narratives of Bunyan’s allegory by reading them for their collective portrayal of the dilemma of 
devotion as a prominent doctrinal issue with significant practical implications.      
While such studies of the second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress have shed valuable light on 
Christian’s departure in the first, Bunyan’s 1666 spiritual autobiography Grace Abounding to the 
Chief of Sinners presents this conceptual problem as a believer might experience it before it is 
dramatized so infamously in The Pilgrim’s Progress. Thus, looking at this earlier narrative can 
provide suggestions as to why Bunyan might have composed Christian’s departure in the first 
place. Ostensibly, this account of Bunyan’s conversion, his joining of John Gifford’s 
nonconformist Bedford congregation in the 1650s, his rise to the ministry of that congregation 
around 1656, and his imprisonment for unauthorized preaching in 1660 is about the difficult but 
rewarding path of accepting Christ’s grace and promoting it to others. At key moments of crisis 
and dislocation, however, thoughts of his family pull him back to his earthly attachments and his 
obligations to them, illustrating the dilemma of devotion. In the preface, Bunyan presents his 
work as an account meant to instruct others to “be put in remembrance of what he [God] hath done for 
their Souls, by reading his work upon me,” a common justification for the publication of spiritual 
                                                                                                                                                       
 





autobiographies (A3v).9 Presumably, therefore, Bunyan’s illustration of the dilemma of devotion 
has something to provide for his readers’ “further edifying and building up in Faith and Holiness” (A2r). 
However, by presenting the dilemma as unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable, Grace Abounding 
places individual salvation and the puritan family in an irresolvable tension that is both 
doctrinally and practically unsatisfying. Bunyan’s turn from autobiography to allegory can thus 
be seen, in part, as an ongoing engagement with the dilemma of devotion not only as a doctrinal 
imperative, but also as one that must be integrated successfully into real life.   
 In other words, Bunyan’s inability to reconcile dislocation from family with service to 
God in Grace Abounding sheds light on the function of the two allegorical narratives that comprise 
the complete Pilgrim’s Progress. The separation of the coeval puritan household becomes the key 
organizing principle in the allegory that presents both parts of the dilemma – to devote oneself 
completely to God and to care for the physical and spiritual needs of one’s family – as fulfilled. 
Dislocation, presented as a sequence of pilgrimages, or two generations of spiritual rebirth, 
becomes the means through which the family is not only saved spiritually, but also protected 
physically. Thus, the separation of the nonconformist household caused by persecution is recast 
as the means of survival for individual households and also for the nonconformist faith at large. 
In isolation, Christian’s departure in the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress can seem as bad 
as Huck’s assessment implies. When put in the context of Bunyan’s ongoing negotiation of the 
                                                
9 The first edition, which is the edition I use for all citations from Grace Abounding, erroneously prints the word 
“of” twice. I have amended this error in the citation above. In all extant editions, the preface is entirely in 
italics with the exception of scriptural citations. Six editions of Grace Abounding were published in Bunyan’s 
lifetime; no copies survive of the second (ca. 1667-71) and fourth (1677?), and very few copies survive of the 
others. In fact, EEBO has no scanned copy of the third edition (ca.1672?), only the 1680 fifth edition and others 
published after Bunyan’s death in 1688. In the fifth edition, the error above is amended. See the appendix in 
Greaves, Glimpses of Glory, 637-41, for more detailed publication information. I have chosen to use the 1666 first 
edition because its publication date and form are closest to the occurrence of the events that are recounted in 
the text, and also because the changes from the first to the fifth editions neither affect nor concern the readings 





dilemma of devotion in Grace Abounding and the second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, however, the 
relationship between these works illustrates the conceptual challenge that the dilemma posed to 
Bunyan throughout his career and how he persistently sought ways to negotiate that challenge. 
The centrality of the dilemma of devotion dictates that Bunyan is not just invested in spiritual 
matters, or that his portrayal of the dilemma is solely rooted in his own experience of 
imprisonment and separation from his family. Rather, Bunyan takes very seriously the persecuted 
believer’s ability to live his faith without fearing the destruction of his family through 
imprisonment, exile, and other means of separation and hardship. To address this difficult 
problem, he reformulates his presentation of the dilemma in autobiography by using the 
structural possibilities offered by fictional allegory.  
* 
 
 Scholars disagree on whether Grace Abounding is an exemplary version of the 
retrospectively-constructed conversion narrative, which forms the kernel of many early modern 
spiritual autobiographies; a unique representation of the genre; or, as I would consider it, 
something in-between these two extremes: presenting conventional material in new ways.10 
                                                
10 For claims that Grace Abounding is a superlative example of the conventions of spiritual autobiography, see 
William York Tindall, John Bunyan: Mechanick Preacher (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1934), Chapter 2; 
Barrett John Mandel, “Bunyan and the Autobiographer’s Artistic Purpose,” Criticism: A Quarterly for Literature and 
the Arts 10 (Summer 1968): 225-43; Paul Delany, British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century, 88-92; Dean 
Ebner, Autobiography in Seventeenth-Century England: Theology and the Self (The Hague: Mouton, 1971) 22-48; Robert 
Bell, “Metamorphoses of Spiritual Autobiography,” ELH 44, no. 1 (Spring 1977): 108-26; John R. Knott, Jr., 
The Sword of the Spirit: Puritan Responses to the Bible (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1980), 131; Vincent Newey, 
“‘With the eyes of my understanding’: Bunyan, Experience, and Acts of Interpretation,” in John Bunyan: 
Conventicle and Parnassus, ed. Keeble, 189-210; and Vera J. Camden, “‘That of Esau’: Hebrews xx.16, 17 in Grace 
Abounding,” in John Bunyan: Reading Dissenting Writing, ed. N.H. Keeble (Bern: Peter Lang, 2002), 133-63. Claims 
for Grace Abounding’s originality primarily come from early to mid-twentieth century studies, including Edward 
Dowden, Puritan and Anglican: Studies in Literature (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1900), 236; 
Leslie Stephen, Hours in a Library, rev. ed. (London, 1909) Volume 3, 221; Margaret Bottrall, Every Man a 
Phoenix: Studies in Seventeenth-Century Autobiography (London: Murray, 1958), 88; and Kenneth B. Murdock, 
Literature and Theology in Colonial New England (New York: Harper & Row, 1963), 111. Christopher Hill, however, 




These analyses primarily base their verdicts on Bunyan’s detailed description of his most serious 
temptation to “to sell and part with this most blessed Christ, to exchange him for the things of 
this life” (§106). This temptation – which comprises approximately one-third of the entire first 
edition – results in a series of cycles between despair and hope that ultimately culminates in 
Bunyan’s conversion, or his acceptance that Christ died for his sins and that he is thus a receiver 
of His grace: “it was not my good frame of Heart that made my Righteousness better, nor yet my 
bad frame that made my Righteousness worse: for my Righteousness was Jesus Christ himself” 
(§183). Puritan spiritual autobiography in particular has long been understood as inwardly 
focused on the believer’s spiritual state and not on more worldly concerns like family, and these 
analyses of Bunyan’s conversion fit into this rubric.11 Having already suggested in my 
                                                                                                                                                       
therefore assume either that the saints copied from one another, or that their feelings became wholly 
conventional,” thus suggesting that Grace Abounding might seem conventional in hindsight but is essentially 
produced in a vacuum (TSFP 65). I ultimately find this reading unconvincing. Davies suggests that Bunyan’s 
work differs from other spiritual autobiographies because it focuses not on the Calvinist doctrine of election 
and reprobation but on the contrasting the covenant of grace that saved with the covenant of works that 
ensnared believers. Graceful Reading, Chapters 2 & 3. More recent evaluations of Grace Abounding have looked for 
its unconventional treatment of generic convention; see Tamsin Spargo, The Writing of John Bunyan (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 1997), Chapter 2 sees Bunyan as using conventions of spiritual autobiography in order to question the 
nature of the authority of the self, as does Beth Lynch, John Bunyan and the Language of Conviction (Cambridge: D. 
S. Brewer, 2004), 64-76; Thomas Luxon suggests that Bunyan’s designation of Grace Abounding as a “Relation” 
aligns it not only with spiritual autobiography but, less conventionally, with the “highly popular genre . . . of 
the ‘True Relation’ or ‘Strange News,’” in Literal Figures: Puritan Allegory and the Reformation Crisis in Representation 
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1995), 235n5.   
 
11 Studies of Grace Abounding, almost without fail, address Bunyan’s conversion in some fashion. Some of the 
more sustained analyses include: Roger Sharrock, ed., introduction to Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962); Boyd Berry, Process of Speech: Puritan Religious Writings and Paradise Lost 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press 1976), 198-200; Christopher Hill, TSFP, 63-74; Vera Camden, “‘Most 
Fit for a Wounded Conscience’: The Place of Luther’s ‘Commentary on Galatians’ in Grace Abounding,” 
Renaissance Quarterly 50, no. 3 (Autumn 1997): 819-49 and “‘That of Esau’: Hebrews xx.16, 17 in Grace 
Abounding,” in John Bunyan: Reading Dissenting Writing, ed. N.H. Keeble (Bern: Peter Lang, 2002), 133-63; and 
Lori Branch, “‘As Blood Is Forced Out of Flesh’: Spontaneity and the Wounds of Exchange in Grace Abounding 
and The Pilgrim’s Progress,” ELH 74 (2007): 271-99, at 278-85. Broader studies of spiritual autobiography that 
remark on its inwardness include (but are not limited to) Bottrall, Every Man a Phoenix; Daniel B. Shea, Spiritual 
Autobiography in Early America (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1968); Delany, British Autobiography in the 
Seventeenth Century, 27-104; Ebner, Autobiography in Seventeenth-Century England; Watkins, The Puritan Experience. More 
studies have increasingly recognized women as authors of spiritual autobiography, in part because the category 
itself has broadened to include diaries and other, more fragmented, kinds of writing. See, for example, Peter 




introduction that family is more thematically significant in this genre than often recognized,12 I 
would like to focus on Bunyan’s own analysis of his conversion in Grace Abounding. Presented after 
the account of his conversion, this analysis looks back to his initial temptation and finds that one 
of its two causes centrally concerns his first wife:   
Another cause of this temptation was, That I had tempted God; and on this manner did I  
do it: Upon a time my Wife was great with Child, and before her full time was come, her  
pangs, as of a woman in travel [sic], were fierce and strong upon her, even as if she would  
immediately have fallen in labour, and been delivered of an untimely birth: now at this  
very time it was, that I had been so strongly tempted to question the being of God;  
wherefore as my Wife lay crying by me, I said, but with all secresie immaginable, even  
thinking in my heart, Lord, if thou wilt now remove this sad affliction from my Wife, and cause that  
she be troubled no more therewith this night (and now were her pangs just upon her) then I shall  
know that thou canst discern the most secret thought of the heart. (§194)13 
 
This passage presents the convergence of two crises, one spiritual and one earthly: Bunyan’s 
experience of feeling “strongly tempted to question the being of God” and his wife’s (her first 
                                                                                                                                                       
no. 2 (July 1987): 143-65; Mary Morrissey, “Narrative Authority in Spiritual Life-Writing: the Example of 
Dionys Fitzherbert (fl. 1608-16-41),” Seventeenth Century 15, no.1 (Spring 2000): 1-17; Michael P. Winship, 
“Bridget Cooke and the Art of Godly Female Self-Advancement,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 33, no. 4 (Winter 
2002): 1045-59; David Gordon Mullan, “Mistress Rutherford’s Narrative: A Scottish Puritan Autobiography,” 
Bunyan Studies: John Bunyan and His Times 7 (1997): 13-37 and Women’s Life Writing in Early Modern Scotland: Writing 
the Evangelical Self, c.1670-c.1720 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003); Maria Magro, “Spiritual Autobiography and 
Radical Sectarian Women’s Discourse: Anna Trapnel and the Bad Girls of the English Revolution,” JMEMS 
34, no.2 (Spring 2004): 405-37. 
 
12 Historians have actually been on the forefront of recent analyses that examine the presence of family in 
spiritual autobiographies. See Tom Webster, “Writing to Redundancy: Approaches to Spiritual Journals and 
Early Modern Spirituality,” The Historical Journal 39, no. 1 (Mar. 1996): 33-56; Cambers, “Reading, the Godly, 
and Self-Writing in England” and Godly Reading; and Cambers and Wolfe, “Reading, Family Religion, and 
Evangelical Identity in Late Stuart England.” For literary perspectives, see Margaret Spufford, “First Steps in 
Literacy: the Reading and Writing Experiences of the Humblest Seventeenth-Century Spiritual 
Autobiographers,” Social History 4, no. 3 (Oct. 1979): 407-35; D. Britton Gildersleeve, “‘I Had a Religious 
Mother’: Maternal Ancestry, Female Spaces, and Spiritual Synthesis in Elizabeth Ashbridge’s Account,” Early 
American Literature 36, no. 3 (2001): 371-94; and Sheila Ottway, “Autobiography,” in A Companion to Early Modern 
Women’s Writing, ed. Anita Pacheco (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2002), 231-47.   
 
13 Bunyan describes the first cause with greater dispatch: “The first was, For that I did not, when I was 
delivered from the Temptation that went before, still pray to God to keep me from Temptations that were to 
come: for though, as I can say in truth, my Soul was much in prayer before this tryal seized me, yet then I 
prayed onely, or at the most principally, for the removal of present troubles, and for fresh discoveries of love in 
Christ: which I saw afterwards was not enough to do; I also should have prayed that the great God would keep 





name absent in the text and lost to history) premature labor pains that threaten “an untimely 
birth” and perhaps her death. In other words, it is a dense and compact dramatization of the 
dilemma of devotion. 
 The experience of the dilemma is encapsulated in the paragraph’s formal elements, 
especially in the beginning of Bunyan’s plea, “Lord, if thou wilt now remove this sad affliction from my 
Wife” (§194; underscore mine). The emphasis on “now” appears throughout this paragraph – 
“now at this very time it was, that I had been so strongly tempted to question the being of God” 
and “(and now were her pangs just upon her)” (underscore mine). On one level, the use of “now” 
depicts an instantaneous moment in which both God and Bunyan’s wife simultaneously occupy 
not only his attention but also his “heart.” The word “now” also has a different temporal 
connotation, however, that relates to the present moment when the reader encounters this 
passage. These two meanings of “now” suggest that the dilemma of devotion can happen without 
warning, as in “(and now were her pangs just upon her),” and also that it is a temptation 
constantly on the verge of happening: “now at this very time it was.” In addition, the phrase  
“Lord, if thou wilt now remove this sad affliction from my Wife” grammatically balances the “Lord” on 
one end and “my Wife” on the other, mimicking a set of scales that weigh the relative significance 
of both figures in Bunyan’s life. The sentence itself is split evenly between the subject and 
predicate that portray God and the action Bunyan asks Him to perform – “Lord if thou wilt now 
remove” – and its direct object, “this sad affliction from my Wife.” Formally, Bunyan depicts this 
moment as one in which God and his wife pull equally on his heart. This portrayal encapsulates 
the dilemma right as it hits the believer – in the moment of “now” before any resolution is 
achieved.  
However, the significance of the word “now” also applies to a key moment of Bunyan’s 




self in Heaven and Earth at once; in Heaven by my Christ, by my Head, by my Righteousness 
and Life, though on Earth by my Body or Person” (§187). In this image, Bunyan’s body exists 
both on earth and in heaven, inhabiting two simultaneous levels of being. His head is with, or 
“by,” Christ, but the repetition of “by my Christ, by my Head” also implies that Christ, through 
metaphorical substitution, is also his head. In other words, Christ inhabits Bunyan’s highest part 
– his head – in heaven, while he continues to inhabit his physical body on earth. If the phrase 
“Now could I see myself in Heaven and Earth at once” represents Bunyan’s simultaneous 
existence on heaven and earth in his union with Christ as allegorical, the repetition of “now” in 
the dilemma of devotion description also indicates that its concurrence of God and Bunyan’s first 
wife in his heart is an allegorical structure, here composed of earthly and spiritual love. Puritan 
writings by both divines and laypeople frequently sanctioned earthly marriage by depicting it as 
the lesser, literal version of the ecstatic spiritual union awaiting them in heaven.14 For Bunyan, 
however, this model does not work, because he has already depicted his union with Christ as an 
allegorical relationship that resembles a passionate marital union: “The Lord did also lead me 
into the mystery of Union with this Son of God, that I was joyned to him, that I was flesh of his 
flesh, and bone of his bone” (§187). Here, Bunyan appropriates Genesis 2:23, the verse that 
describes human (and thus physical) conjugal love in Eden as well as the marriage ceremony: 
“And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh.” At the peak of his 
conversion, therefore, Bunyan’s experience dictates that a true acceptance of Christ demands the 
                                                
14 Beyond more general studies of the puritan experience such as Watkins’s The Puritan Experience and Morgan’s 
The Puritan Family, specific studies of desire in puritan literature both in England and in New England include 
Gordon Rupp, “A Devotion of Rapture in English Puritanism,” in Reformation, Conformity and Dissent: Essays in 
Honour of Geoffrey Nuttal, ed. R. Buick Knox (London: Epworth Press, 1977), 115-31; Peter Lake, “Feminine 
Piety and Personal Potency,” at 146-48; Susan Juster, “Eros and Desire in Early Modern Spirituality,” The 
William and Mary Quarterly 60, no. 1 (Jan. 2003): 203-06; Tamsin Spargo, “The Fathers’ Seductions: Improper 
Relations of Desire in Seventeenth-Century Nonconformist Communities,” Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature 17, 
no. 2 (Autumn 1998): 255-68; and Richard Godbeer, “‘Love Raptures’: Marital, Romantic, and Erotic Images 





absolute devotion to God embodied in his analysis of 1 Corinthians 7:29: “a complete divorce” 
from “all inordinate love and affections to [earthly] relations.”15 As a result, his prior experience 
of the dilemma of devotion wrongly allowed for the presence of an earthly spousal relationship, 
when the goal should always be a total union with Christ that involves both body and soul. Any 
simultaneous experience of God and earthly family instantly violates the believer’s injunction to 
devote himself completely to God, an injunction that Bunyan has portrayed as central to his 
conversion.  
 Having vividly depicted the moment of the dilemma of devotion, Bunyan concludes the 
account of his wife’s labor pains by showing how he tried to eliminate the tension that it had 
caused: 
I had no sooner said it [“Lord, if thou wilt now remove this sad affliction from my Wife”] in my 
heart, but her pangs were taken from her, and she was cast into a deep sleep, and so she 
continued till morning; at this I greatly marvelled, not knowing what to think; but after I 
had been awake a good while, and heard her cry no more, I fell to sleeping also: So when 
I waked in the morning, it came upon me again, even what I had said in my heart the last 
night, and how the Lord had shewed me that he knew my secret thoughts, which was a 
great astonishment unto me for several weeks after. (§195) 
 
Staying awake after his wife has fallen asleep signifies spousal concern, but it more importantly 
provides Bunyan with quiet time in which to interpret what just occurred. By beginning this 
sentence with “at this I greatly marvelled,” Bunyan focuses on his wonderment at God’s actions 
rather than his wife’s sudden recovery16. His attention to any further signs of his wife’s distress is 
thus syntactically, and presumably experientially, less important than his desire to understand the 
                                                
15 See note 6.  
 
16 “To a great extent, in a great degree; extensively, exceedingly; highly; much, very.” “greatly, adv.,” OED 
Online, accessed 14 August 2013, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/81118?rskey=oCLskp&result=2&isAdvanced=false#eid.  “To be filled with 
wonder or astonishment; to be struck with surprise. With at, †in, †of, †on, over, upon (the cause of wonderment).” 






hand of God in this event. He thus lets God take primacy of place in his heart, so completely he 
remains “astonish[ed] . . . for several weeks after” regarding this event. To further illustrate this 
decisiveness, Bunyan makes no further mention of his wife for the rest of the account, her 
recovery merely implied by omission: “So when I waked in the morning, it came upon me again . 
. . how the Lord had shewed me that he knew my secret thoughts, which was a great 
astonishment unto me for several weeks after” (§195).  Despite the painful temptation this 
experience of the dilemma causes, it is an integral learning experience: “Thus he [God] served 
me, and that justly, for I should have believed his Word, and not have put an if upon the all-
seeingness of God” (§197). Even though Bunyan had already “been so strongly tempted to 
question the being of God,” it is his risk to his family – the threat of losing both a wife and a child 
– that ultimately compels Bunyan to “put an if upon the all-seeingness of God” (§194, 197). Thus, 
privileging familial attachment over devotion to God is one of the most significant threats to the 
pursuit of salvation for true believers. 
 Bunyan’s first wife appears only one more time in the text, in a moment that definitively 
establishes her marginalization from Bunyan’s spiritual life. One night, not long after his 
conversion, he asks her, “is there ever a such Scripture, I must go to Jesus?” [sic], to which she 
replies that “she could not tell” (§215). The relevant verse soon “bolt[s] in upon” Bunyan, and he 
“t[ells] my Wife, O now I know, I know!” (§216). By failing to recall the scripture, Bunyan’s first 
wife cannot participate in godly discourse with her husband. The irony of this moment is that 
Bunyan first introduces his wife, at the beginning of the Grace Abounding, as his first real exposure 
to puritan ideas: “I changed my condition into a married state; and my mercy was, to light upon 
a Wife whose Father was counted godly” (§11). In addition to instruction from her godly father, 
this wife brought with her an inheritance of two books crucial to puritan belief: Arthur Dent’s The 




structure of The Pilgrim’s Progress – and Lewis Bayly’s The Practise of Pietie (2nd ed. 1612) (§11).17 
Moreover, she even urges her husband to consult those books and to entertain a more godly life 
by emulating her father: “She also would be often telling of me what a godly man her Father 
was, and how he would reprove and correct Vice, both in his house and amongst his neighbours” 
(§11). This brief but detailed introduction to Bunyan’s wife portrays a woman raised in a puritan 
household and gently trying to steer her husband in that direction. After Bunyan’s conversion, 
however, her presence is a threat to his spiritual life. Her final appearance in the text shows a 
woman who can only reply that “she c[an] not tell” her husband about the Word. This scene 
ends with Bunyan’s vision of “a precious Christ to my Soul,” a vision that so pleasurably agitates 
Bunyan that “I could scarce lie in my Bed for joy, and peace, and triumph, thorow Christ” 
(§216). Once again, Christ replaces Bunyan’s wife in bed. This time, it seems, it’s for good.   
* 
 
Defining the Dilemma of Devotion: Grace Abounding 
 When Bunyan next discusses family in Grace Abounding, it is a new one: Bunyan’s first wife 
has died, leaving him four children, and he has remarried a woman named Elizabeth. Bunyan, 
however, does not give us these details, simply referring to his family as his “Wife” and 
“Children” (§259). The vagueness can be read as evidence of the insignificance of personal details 
ascribed to puritan spiritual autobiographies of the period, in which “the objective world of 
                                                
17 Christopher Hill profiles both of these authors in TSFP, 161-64. Of Dent, he writes that his “main influence 
on Bunyan may have been in literary technique, in his use of dramatic dialogue to diversify his traditional 





family, community, and nation, receive extremely short shrift.”18 However, it can also be read as 
a means of stressing the continuity of family as a part of the puritan believer’s life. No matter who 
the actual persons are, negotiating God and family matters. As Grace Abounding progresses to the 
account of Bunyan’s rise to the ministry, however, family increasingly takes on a metaphorical 
register. Bunyan’s first possessive use of the word “children” in Grace Abounding (not counting the 
prefatory material) refers not to his biological offspring but those to whom he preaches: “I can 
truly say their loss hath been more to me, then if one of my own Children, begotten of my body, 
had been going to its grave” (§239). When Bunyan’s wife and children appear in the subsequent 
account of his arrest and imprisonment for illegal preaching in 1660, therefore, they follow two 
key narrative moments that downplay earthly family in favor of the spiritual family of 
nonconformist believers. One is the dilemma of devotion passage, which redefines godly 
marriage as solely between the believer and Christ, and the other is this emphasis on Bunyan’s 
spiritual children.19  
Indeed, in the beginning of the account of his imprisonment, when Bunyan has been 
“sentenced to perpetual banishment because [he] refused to Conform” to the statute against 
conventicles (§252), he glories in the fact that  
                                                
18 Ebner, Autobiography in Seventeenth-Century England, 24. Although Ebner writes of Grace Abounding here, he sees 
its focus on Bunyan’s inward spiritual state as representative of most Baptist and Independent autobiographies. 
See also Delany, British Autobiography in the Seventeenth Century, 89. 
 
19 Bunyan was arrested for attempting to preach to a small gathering in a house in Lower Samsell, near the 
village of Harlington, Bedfordshire, on 12 November 1660. Convicted under an Elizabethan statute against 
conventicles (35 Eliz. I, c.1) that was soon revised by the Cavalier parliament into the first Conventicle Act, 
Bunyan subsequently resided in Bedford jail for the next twelve years. A second incarceration for committing 
the same violation under the second Conventicle Act followed in 1676-77. Greaves, Glimpses, 131. Greaves 
notes the existence of letters signed by Bunyan from churches in Essex and Hertfordshire in February and 
March 1677, which contradicts the start of his imprisonment in December 1676. “Either Bunyan’s 
confinement was not close, enabling him to attend various meetings during this period,” Greaves writes, “or 
someone brought the letters to him in prison for his approval.” Glimpses, 342. The incarceration lasted 





I never had in all my life so great an inlet into the Word of God as now: the Scriptures 
that I saw nothing in before, are made in this place and state to shine upon me. Jesus 
Christ also was never more real and apparent then now; here I have seen him, and felt 
him indeed. . . . (§254) 
 
These words strongly convey his closeness to Christ, again in metaphorical terms that recall his 
earlier allegorical union. Bunyan claims to “have seen” and “felt” Christ, vivid verbs that 
describe his spiritual communion with Christ as though it is a physical reality. This intimacy 
helps prepare Bunyan for the possible outcomes of his imprisonment: he “had especially two 
Considerations warm upon my heart; the first was, How to be able to endure, should my 
imprisonment be long and tedious; the second was, How to be able to encounter death, should 
that be here my portion” (§257). Even though his separation from his family must have had 
devastating economic and spiritual effects, what matters most is Bunyan’s ability to bear what 
God’s will dictates. 
His “inlet into the Word of God” provides inspiration, as demonstrated in a paragraph-
long sentence that paraphrases and glosses the verse 2 Corinthians 1:9: “indeed, we had the 
sentence of death within ourselves so that we would not trust in ourselves, but in God who raises 
the dead.” Bunyan writes: 
As to the second Consideration [“How to be able to encounter death”], that Saying 2 Cor. 
1.9. was of great use unto me, But we had the sentence of death in our selves, that we might not trust 
in our selves, but in God that raiseth the dead: by this Scripture I was made to see that if ever I 
would suffer rightly, I must first pass a sentence of death upon every thing that can 
properly be called a thing of this life, even to reckon my Self, my Wife, my Children, my 
health, my enjoyments and all, as dead to me, & my self as dead to them. (§258)20 
 
In comparing the actual verse to Bunyan’s expanded paraphrase, the additional words create a 
stronger sense of the totality of the things that Bunyan must renounce. Not only must he 
renounce his “Self,” which clearly recalls the word “ourselves” from the scripture, but he must 
                                                
20 The commentary in the Geneva Bible reads, “I was vtterly resolued in my self to dye.” This intensifies the 





also “pass a sentence of death upon every thing that can properly be called a thing of this life.” As 
all-encompassing as this statement is, he isolates certain “things.” While his “health” and 
“enjoyments” can be read as synecdoches of himself, Bunyan specifically mentions his family: 
“my Wife, my Children.” He must act as though his dislocation from his family is a permanent 
one, conceptualizing them as “dead to me, & my self as dead to them” in a formulation that 
emphasizes separation even in death. Family is isolated as a specific threat to his resolve to 
properly serve God through his imprisonment. The finality and decisiveness of Bunyan’s 
paraphrase of the scripture suggests that Bunyan has resolved not to give into that temptation. 
 Having just articulated this resolve, however, Bunyan unexpectedly admits that he cannot 
consider his family as dead to him so easily: 
But notwithstanding these helps [i.e., the scripture analyzed above], I found my self a 
man, and compassed with infirmities; the parting with my Wife and poor Children hath 
oft been to me in this place, as the pulling the flesh from my bones; and that not onely 
because I am somewhat too too fond of these great mercies, but also because I should 
have often brought to my mind the many hardships, miseries and wants that my poor 
family was like to meet with, should I be taken from them, especially my poor blind 
Child, who lay nearer my heart than all I had besides; O the thoughts of the hardship I 
thought this [sic] might go under, would break my heart to pieces. (§260) 21 
 
“I found myself a man,” he writes, and that admission reveals the extent to which he sees his love 
for his earthly family as evidence of humanity’s weakness. The ripping of flesh from bone 
reintroduces the significant references to Genesis 2:23 and the marriage ceremony from the 
earlier account of his conversion, when he had joyously announced “that I was flesh of [Christ’s] 
flesh, and bone of his bone” (§187). Here, the image of that union has been transferred onto his 
second wife and children. Whereas its first appearance created an allegorical image in which 
Bunyan’s marriage to Christ presented love as both a bodily experience on earth and a spiritual 
                                                
21 The last sentence is printed erroneously in the first edition. In the fifth edition, the sentence reads, “O the 





one in heaven, this second use of Genesis 2:23 does the opposite: Bunyan’s poignant and vivid 
description of physical and emotional torture displaces all reference to Christ as his symbolic 
bridegroom. Whereas his first wife’s labor pains showed Bunyan that God “canst discern the most 
secret thought of the heart,” Bunyan’s heart has now broken “to pieces” under the weight of “the 
thoughts of the hardship” his family will suffer for his decision (§194, 260). It is not God who “lay 
nearer my heart than all I had besides,” but his eldest, “poor blind Child,” fifteen-year-old Mary 
(§260). Bunyan’s reuse of phrasing that had once described his intimacies with God and Christ in 
this passage about his earthly family undermines the effectiveness of his claims that his wife and, 
especially, his children are essentially dead to him. It also undermines his earlier resolve 
regarding the dilemma of devotion and thus raises questions about the ability of any believer – 
even a minister of the Word like Bunyan – to truly divorce him- or herself from family in order to 
pursue God.  
 As Bunyan focuses his thoughts on his eldest daughter Mary, he returns to the physicality 
of earthly lineage that subtly and briefly appears in his initial articulation of the dilemma of 
devotion. Whereas he had earlier feared “an untimely birth” (likely, though not conclusively, of 
the very Mary he thinks of now), he now has to consider not the loss of an unborn child but the 
economic, social, and political needs of a disabled living one. With the exception of this brief 
moment, evocations of lineage before this point in the text have focused on language that 
portrays the elect as children to God the Father; in a particularly dark period during his 
temptation, Bunyan imagines himself as “some Child that was fallen into a Millpit, who though it 
could make some shift to scrable and spraul in the water, yet because it could find neither hold 
for hand nor foot, therefore at last it must die in that condition” if not for God’s assistance (§153). 
In the section on Bunyan’s conversion, the specific terms “birthright” and “inheritance” and 




understands first his eternal damnation and later his salvation. Hebrews 12:16-17, with its 
description of Esau as someone who “would have inherited the blessing, [but] he was rejected, for he found 
no place of repentance, though he sought it carefully with tears,” convinces Bunyan that he, too, is “past all 
recovery, and bound over to eternal punishment” (§113, 112). In Genesis 27: 36, Esau associates 
the words “birthright” and “blessing” with earthly gains. First, he claims that his brother Jacob 
“took away my birthright” in demanding Esau’s place as God’s chosen lineage in exchange for 
stew. Second, he laments that Jacob “hath taken away my blessing” when his brother imitates his 
brother’s hairy arms in order to receive the blessing meant for Esau from their father Isaac. Near 
the end of his temptation, however, Bunyan returns to the troublesome verse from Hebrews and 
is able to interpret it correctly by reading these Old Testament terms typologically: “so far as I 
could conceive, this was the mind of God, That the Birth-right signified Regeneration, and the 
Blessing the Eternal Inheritance” (§180). The birthright is now understood as the symbolic 
regeneration (literally: rebirth) that Christians receive through Christ’s sacrifice, and the blessing 
as the eternal inheritance of election, respectively.22 Thus, in the climactic moment of conversion 
in Bunyan’s autobiography, matters related to lineage and birthright are understood solely in a 
spiritual sense, and this sense solidifies the rejection of the earthly of which Bunyan’s connection 
between his first wife and temptation is a part. 
When Bunyan turns his thoughts to his blind daughter, however, birthright regains the 
material sense it briefly had in the dilemma of devotion account. “Poor Child! Thought I,” he 
writes, “what sorrow art thou like to have for thy portion in this world?” (§261; my italics).23 
                                                
22 “The action of coming or bringing into renewed existence; recreation; rebirth; restoration.” “regeneration, 
n.,” OED Online, accessed 14 August 2013, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/161223?redirectedFrom=regeneration#eid. 
 
23 The Bible uses the word “portion” frequently; perhaps the most relevant verse to this citation, Genesis 31:4, 




When Bunyan uses the word ‘portion’ rather than ‘inheritance’ or ‘birthright’ in envisioning the 
future he has created for his eldest daughter Mary, he shifts focus from his and his family’s 
spiritual state – as well as the spiritual connotations of the word portion – to the practical issues of 
his daughter’s survival.24 In the seventeenth century, “portion” could refer more generally to the 
property that children inherited from their parents (a filial portion), but a daughter’s portion was 
specifically understood to refer to the money or property that she would bring to her marital 
family: in other words, her dower.25 Although poorer families such as Bunyan’s would only be 
able to bequeath small sums to their heirs, parents from all social ranks sought to ensure portions 
for their daughters to enhance their marital prospects. There was one possible exception: the 
vagrant poor.26 Both poignantly and fittingly, therefore, vagrancy is the “sorrow[ful]” portion that 
Bunyan imagines he has bequeathed his daughter when he considers “the thoughts of the 
hardship I thought this [sic] might go under” (§260).27 He writes, “thou must be beaten, must 
beg, suffer hunger, cold, nakedness, and a thousand calamities, though I cannot now endure the 
wind should blow upon thee”: a vivid depiction of physical abuse, starvation, and homelessness 
that renders spiritual suffering nearly irrelevant (§261).  
                                                                                                                                                       
to Canaan: “And Rachel and Leah answered and said unto him [Jacob], Is there yet any portion or inheritance 
for us in our father's house?” Portion is distinctly material here.  
 
24 The most significant metaphorical uses of portion for the arguments in this chapter are those that claim that 
the Israelites are God’s portion, just as God is David’s portion in the Psalms. See Deuteronomy 39:2: “For the 
LORD’s portion is his people; Jacob is the lot of his inheritance”; and, for just one example, Psalms 142:5: “I 
cried unto thee, O LORD: I said, Thou art my refuge and my portion in the land of the living.” 
 
25 Amy L. Erickson, Women and Property in Early Modern England (London: Routledge, 1995), 239. 
 
26 Ibid, 85. See also Linda Woodbridge, Vagrancy, Homelessness, and English Renaissance Literature (Urbana: Univ. of 
Illinois Press, 2001). 
 





Marxist scholars Christopher Hill and Jack Lindsay have read Bunyan’s words on 
birthright during his conversion as political commentary on enclosure and social rank, but these 
themes also resonate strongly with Bunyan’s consideration of his daughter Mary’s future.28 In this 
vivid description of the earthly injustices perpetrated on those godly poor who adhere to the true, 
nonconformist faith, Bunyan links religious persecution to the economic and social inequality 
experienced by much of the godly. Specifically, he notes how it unravels the stability of the 
family. In other words, his emphasis on physical hardships such as starvation, inadequate 
clothing, and even physical abuse focus on Bunyan’s practical, earthly responsibilities as a 
husband and father, and thus touches upon the right for all believers, nonconformists and 
otherwise, to fulfill those responsibilities without sacrificing their faith in order to do so. The 
combination of the socio-economic term “portion,” politicized during the wars and interregnum 
by its attachment to nonconformist and parliamentarian tracts, and the bleak depictions of 
vagrancy – “thou must be beaten, must beg, suffer hunger, cold, nakedness” – distinguish 
Bunyan’s concern about his daughter’s bodily and economic future from the narrative’s emphasis 
on spiritual inheritance and his spiritual children.29 Bunyan’s earlier emphasis of 2 Corinthians 
1:9 regarding his family as “dead to me, & my self to them” while he resides in prison suggests 
that time has only strengthened Bunyan’s resolve to reject his earthly family. These two 
                                                
28 Hill, TSFP, 68-71; and Jack Lindsay, John Bunyan, Maker of Myths (London: Methuen, 1937), Chapters 8 & 9.  
 
29 The politicized nature of the word portion can be seen by using EEBO to search for works that have 
“portion” in the title from 1642-66 (the year of the first publication of Grace Abounding). Title pages range from 
material interpretations of ‘portion,’ as in William Tipping’s 1644 The Fathers Covnsell. Or, Certain usefull Directions, 
for all young persons, especially elder Brothers, whose portion it is or may be, in these perilous daies, to be left in a Fatherlesse or 
Friendlesse Condition to spiritual connotations, as in Jeremiah Burroughs’ 1657 The Saints Inheritance and the 
Worldlings Portion Representing the Glorious condition of a child of God, and the Misery of having ones Portion in this World. 
Vnfolding the State of true happiness with the Marks, Means, and Members thereof. What links most of these authors is 
their affiliation with nonconformist faith. Along with Tipping and Burroughs, Laurence Claxton’s The Lost sheep 
Found. . . . (1660), and Richard Alleine’s 1662 The Godly Mans Portion and Sanctuary Opened, in Two Sermons, Preached 
August 17. 1662 are also works by nonconformist authors. For the nonconformity of these authors, consult their 





paragraphs, however, upend that sense of spiritual progression, and their appearance only pages 
before the end of the book suggests that the dilemma of devotion cannot be resolved 
satisfactorily, even by one of God’s chosen preachers.  
By refusing to leave family out of his narrative, Bunyan acknowledges its importance to 
his parishioners and their lives, to his life that serves as a model for them, and to the genre 
through which he connects the two. Presenting the dilemma as an irreconcilable problem that 
destroys families rather than strengthens them – “O I saw in this condition I was as a man who 
was pulling down his house upon the head of his Wife and Children; yet thought I, I must do it, I 
must do it” – threatens to destabilize the importance of the puritan family to the practice and 
propagation of its faith. The puritan family was the complement to the congregation for 
nonconformist believers, and the household functioned not only as a place where ideas learned in 
church were repeated and integrated into everyday social practice but also – and significantly for 
this period of British history – a replacement for the physical and social space of the church when 
that community and its leaders were suppressed by the state. It could not be sacrificed or ignored. 
Thus, the significance of the puritan family to the survival of the nonconformist faith in a time of 
persecution encourages Bunyan to revisit the dilemma of devotion when he allegorizes his 
autobiography in the form of The Pilgrim’s Progress (§261). 
* 
 
Solving the Dilemma: The Pilgrim’s Progress 
Most scholars agree that Bunyan likely began writing the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress 
(1678) not long after the first edition of Grace Abounding was published in 1666, a hypothesis based 




many similarities noted between the two works.30 Bunyan had already incorporated allegorical 
imagery in Grace Abounding, as in his union with Christ as analyzed above, and, with the first part 
of The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan extends these images into an allegorical narrative that 
encompasses the whole of a Christian believer’s spiritual journey, from deciding to seek salvation 
through to death and the transition to heaven. Stanley Fish has argued that The Pilgrim’s Progress is 
anything but a progressive pilgrimage, and that the reader constantly experiences a sense of stasis 
rather than forward movement.31 While I do not see stasis as the point – or the endpoint – of the 
work as Fish does, his argument has illuminated the fact that allegorical figures like the false 
pilgrims Talkative and Ignorance and allegorical places like the Slough of Despond slow down 
the narrative in order to present believers with possible ways of backsliding. Another strategy that 
enhances and disrupts Christian’s progress is the use of marginal glosses.32 Glosses have a 
significant effect on the presentation of Christian’s notorious departure, the point in The Pilgrim’s 
Progress where Bunyan first addresses the dilemma of devotion:  
Now he [Christian] had not run far from his own door, but his Wife and Children 
perceiving it, began to cry after him to return:  but the Man put his fingers in his Ears, 
and ran on crying, Life, Life, Eternal Life: so he looked not behind him, but fled towards 
the middle of the Plain. (4) 
 
                                                
30 Richard Greaves, Christopher Hill, and Roger Sharrock agree on the approximate time of 1666-72. For 
their detailed explanations, see Sharrock, John Bunyan, rev. ed. (London: Macmillan, 1968), 73-89 and “‘When 
at the first I took my Pen in hand’: Bunyan and the Book,” in John Bunyan: Conventicle and Parnassus; Tercentenary 
Essays, ed. N. H. Keeble (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), 71-90, at 84-85; Hill, TSFP, 197-98; and Greaves, 
Glimpses, 218-27. Among his reasons for this early time of composition, Hill gives as evidence his observation 
that “[t]he allegory relates very closely to Grace Abounding” (197). Sharrock gives a detailed analysis of the 
similarities between the two works in “Spiritual Autobiography in The Pilgrim’s Progress,” The Review of English 
Studies 24, no. 94 (April 1948): 102-20.  
 
31 Self-Consuming Artifacts, Chapter 4. 
 
32 See Davies, Graceful Reading, 271-76; Maxine Hancock, “The Key in the Window: Marginal Notes in 
Bunyan’s Narratives,” (Ph.D thesis, University of Alberta, 1992), ProQuest (NN73011); and William W. E. 





The two scriptural glosses for this passage, present from the very first edition of the work, are 
Luke 14:26, which reads “If any man come to me, and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, 
and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and his own life also, he cannot be my disciple,” and 
Genesis 19:17, in which Lot tells his family, “Escape for thy life; look not behind thee, neither 
stay thou in all the plain; escape to the mountain, lest thou be consumed.” While glosses will 
prove to be more complicated in other parts of the text, here these verses reinforce Christian’s 
departure as the right decision by showing the scriptural authority behind it. Significantly, the 
verses are listed but not cited here, requiring the reader to consult the Bible in order to read the 
actual text. Appearing right after he has been holding his Bible and wondering “what shall I do?”, 
these glosses insist that the reader use that very book to discover the correct answer to Christian’s 
question. Rather than appearing suddenly to interrupt the linear narrative of spiritual 
progression as found in Grace Abounding, the dilemma is introduced as a problem that believers 
must acknowledge and resolve before they embark on pilgrimage. Structurally, this is a major 
revision to the presentation of the dilemma in the autobiography, and it prepares the reader from 
the beginning to think about how to handle this issue and to learn from Christian’s approach.  
If these glosses serve to deflect authority for the injunction to abandon one’s family from 
Bunyan to the Bible, the revisions made to the work in subsequent editions add another element 
to Bunyan’s presentation of the dilemma. The second edition of The Pilgrim’s Progress was 
published in the same year as the first, in 1678; while no obvious reasons for this have been 
proffered, scholars do note that the time it would take to write, edit, and publish the manuscript 
suggests that Bunyan must have begun the first edition (if not the revisions) during his first 




1677.33 In every edition but the first, the opening of The Pilgrim’s Progress contains an additional, 
substantial paragraph – the second in the allegory – that immediately follows Christian’s 
lamentation regarding his ensuing damnation: “as he Read [the Bible], he wept and trembled: 
and not being able longer to contain, he brake out with a lamentable cry; saying what shall I do?” 
(1).34 After expressing his helpless panic, Christian first “restrained himself as long as he could” 
from voicing his fears so that “his Wife and Children should not perceive his distress” about their 
looming damnation (1). When he finally unburdens this thoughts, he addresses his family 
lovingly: “O my dear Wife . . . and you the Children of my bowels” (2).35 He goes on to frame destruction 
as something that will encompass them all at once, suggesting that the family’s spiritual state is 
collective: “both my self, with thee, my Wife, and you my sweet babes, shall miserably come to ruine” (2). The 
words “my self, with thee” illustrates not only the intimacy of the connection between Christian and 
Christiana but also the equality: the preposition implies a joining that is not hierarchical in a way 
that the correlative conjunction “both . . . and” separates the older, parental generation from the 
younger children. “Sweet babes” further underscores the tender intimacy that defines this family 
household. When Christian seeks a solution to their impending damnation, he envisions “some 
                                                
33 Sharrock, “‘When at the first I took my Pen in hand,’” 84, and Greaves, Glimpses, 220. 
 
34 All subsequent quotations come from the second edition of the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, published in 
the same year of the first edition (1678). Greaves’ appendix is invaluable here: Glimpses, 637-41. Hill in 
particular discusses these revisions in detail, suggesting that “Bunyan’s friends – perhaps especially his women 
friends – may have pointed out to him the unacceptability of the [original] opening” and insisting that these 
changes do not necessarily reflect a softening of Bunyan’s views toward women or family (TSFP 227). While 
there is no evidence for any outside influences on Bunyan’s revisions, Hill’s sense that Bunyan retains his belief 
in an absolute devotion to God holds true (230). The effects of the revisions, however, are more complex than 
Hill’s suggestion that Bunyan’s revisions are reluctant and motivated by others; the dilemma of devotion, for 
one, demands a more nuanced treatment in order to be both more palatable for readers and clearer in terms of 
the right approach to take.   
 
35 There are numerous Biblical references to children as the offspring of the parents’ bowels, as well as a 
reference in Philippians 1:8 to the apostles longing to meet together in Christ’s bowels: “For God is my record, 





way of escape” that incorporates the whole family: “whereby we may be delivered” (2; underscore mine). 
The first part of this two-page long paragraph thus complicates the initial portrayal of the 
dilemma in the first edition by underscoring Christian’s love for his family and showing that he 
does want to be devoted to them as well as to God.  
Stunned by his plea for a collective strategy against damnation, however, his wife and 
children “were sore amazed; not for that they believed, that what he had said to them was true, 
but because they thought, some frenzy distemper had got into his head” (2). With the crucial 
words “not for that they believed,” Bunyan shifts focus from Christian’s concern for his family’s 
salvation to their inappropriate reception of this concern. Their disbelief introduces the concept 
of reprobation, a concept that is reinforced by their reaction when Christian tries a second time 
to convince them: “He also set to talking to them again, but they began to be hardened” (2; my 
emphasis).36 By using Christian’s family to illustrate the hard-hearted behavior of the reprobate, 
Bunyan tells his readers two things. First, the reprobate are everywhere – even potentially in 
one’s beloved family. Second, they will not only resist the Word but also try to convince desiring 
believers to give up the idea of salvation. Emphasizing the hard-heartedness of Christian’s family 
represents another shift from the presentation of the dilemma in Grace Abounding, where Bunyan 
neither praises his family for their godliness (except, tellingly, his first wife before his conversion) 
nor condemns them (and his anguish during his imprisonment suggests an attachment that 
almost certainly could not exist if they rejected his beliefs). Christian’s family’s reprobate status 
substantiates Christopher Hill’s reading of Bunyan’s revisions to the opening as intended “to give 
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the husband the last word.”37 Whereas Hill makes this claim because he believes that Bunyan 
possessed a “certain moral insensitivity” that led him to consider his family as irrelevant to his 
spiritual state, these revisions actually portray the dilemma of devotion as a central concern that 
all believing readers must address if they want to be saved. In addition, they also make the 
solution absolutely clear, and thus easy to make, through the portrayal of Christian’s family as 
disbelieving and hard-hearted. 
Collectively, therefore, the glosses and Bunyan’s revision work to convey a clear position 
on the dilemma of devotion. If the glosses advocate for a strict attitude toward one’s family, the 
added, unglossed paragraph shows Christian’s wife and children harshly rebuffing his humane 
(and human) concern for them.38 He cares for his family, but scripture confirms that he must 
leave them. The sting of Christian’s departure is also lessened if it is read allegorically: more as a 
spiritual decision akin to Bunyan’s explanation of his attitudes toward his first wife and to God 
after his conversion in Grace Abounding.39 In the autobiography, he neither abandons her nor 
presents her as hopelessly damned; he simply subjugates her to God as a true believer should and 
lets her fade from the narrative. Christian’s departure is a much more striking image, but that is 
the point: Bunyan makes clear how total the devotion to God must be by showing how a believer 
should perform the mental or spiritual equivalent of physically abandoning his family. Having 
earnestly tried to convince his wife and children that they must work together to find “some way of 
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38 The lack of a gloss suggests that Bunyan relies on material or knowledge other than scripture for guidance.  
 
39 Davies also makes this point: “Christian is embarking upon an allegorical journey in faith, his literal 
abandonment of his family merely being emblematic of the beginning of a spiritual quest not within the 
physical world but within his soul.” However, he also claims that “Christian’s running away impresses itself 
upon the reader almost too literally, causing its allegorical opalescence to freeze and the representation of 
spiritual truth to crack under the pressure of its overt realism.” I see the “overt realism” as working in the 






escape . . . whereby we may be delivered,” Christian has fulfilled his obligations to them (2). More 
importantly, however, he has fulfilled his obligation to God and thus appears to have resolved the 
dilemma of devotion from the outset of the narrative, allowing him to devote the rest of his 
journey to his relationship with God.  
 The dilemma is brought up again, however, when Christian visits the palace of House 
Beautiful, a place “built by the Lord of the Hill . . . for the relief and security of Pilgrims” (2nd ed. 
71). This household allegorically represents both church congregations and the larger, more 
abstract community of the elect.40 More specifically, House Beautiful has been compared to an 
idealized puritan household, opening its doors to weary pilgrims in demonstration of traditional 
Christian hospitality.41 Significantly, this episode contains the word “family” more frequently 
than any other in both the first and subsequent revised editions of the first part of The Pilgrim’s 
Progress. The Porter tells Christian that he will “bring [Christian] in to the rest of the Family”; the 
allegorical sister named Discretion tells the pilgrim that she “will call forth two or three more of 
the Family”; and her fellow “sisters,” Charity, Piety, and Prudence, “after a little more discourse 
with him, had him in to the Family” (70-71). While the sisters’ names emphasize their symbolic 
roles as manifestations of godly virtues, their activities are typical of those in a godly domestic 
household: the sisters “consented together that until supper was ready, some one or two of them 
should have some particular discourse with Christian,” and after eating, “discoursed together till 
late at night, and after they had committed themselves to their Lord for Protection, they betook 
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themselves to rest” (2nd ed. 72, 82).42 Allegorically, the “supper” represents not just a meal, but the 
meal – holy communion – and the “discourse” recalls godly discussions between parishioners. 
Defined by their spiritual natures, these allegorical figures incorporate Christian into their family, 
a new spiritual family that effectively replaces Christian’s wife and sons.  
 This replacement is enacted in the episode through an atypical catechistical dialogue with 
the sister Charity. This catechism does not begin with the traditional questions that characterize 
the most popular forms of the genre.43 Instead, Piety’s opening question, “What moved you at first to 
betake yourself to a Pilgrims life?” prompts Christian to articulate the spiritual impetus behind his 
particular journey: “I was driven out of my Native Countrey, by a dreadful sound that was in 
mine ears, to wit, That unavoidable destruction did attend me, if I abode in that place where I 
was” (72-73). The question-and-answer format, including the use of italics in its presentation, 
marks this dialogue as catechistical, even though the questions themselves focus on Christian’s 
pilgrimage up to that point. Piety follows her initial question, which emphasizes the “dreadful 
sound” that drove Christian to leave his home, with questions that focus on his experience at the 
House of the Interpreter: “But did you not come by the House of the Interpreter?” (73). Christian’s 
response emphasizes three key tenets he learned from seeing the emblems in that place: “How 
Christ, in despite of Satan, maintains his work of Grace in the heart; how the man had sinned 
himself quite out of hopes of Gods mercy; and also the Dream of him that thought in his sleep 
                                                
42 Ian Green, The Christian’s ABC: Catechisms and Catechizing in England c.1530-1740 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996), 209.  
 
43 Take, for example, the opening of the influential standard the Westminster Shorter Catechism: 
“QUESTION. What is the chief end of man? A. Mans chief end is to glorifie God, and to enjoy him for ever.” 
WSC, sig.A3r. Bunyan published a catechism in 1675, titled Instruction for the Ignorant: Being a Salve to cure that great 
want of Knowledg [sic] which so much reigns both in young and old. However, those questions in no way reflect on the 
questions presented to Christian. Instead, they focus on how to confess sins and how to understand salvation. 
As Greaves observes, “[i]n content, Instruction for the Ignorant is less a catechism than an instructional handbook 





the day of Judgement was come” (73). This distillation of the primacy of the covenant of grace 
over that of works – the latter covenant driving the sinful man and the dreamer to believe they 
have excluded themselves from God’s grace without realizing that Christ does all the work for 
them – succinctly and clearly conveys the message to be gleaned from the House of the 
Interpreter section. The intended audience for these unconventional catechistical questions is not 
Christian, but the reader, who is taught how to interpret the allegory by hearing Christian 
recount to the sisters the key spiritual lessons he has learned on his journey thus far.44 Among 
those key lessons is the dilemma of devotion, revisited for the purpose of delineating it once again 
with additional clarity. 
Charity introduces the topic of Christian’s earthly family immediately after Christian has 
joyfully stated his eager anticipation of life in the Celestial City. The conversation with Charity 
appears in all editions of The Pilgrim’s Progress except the first. It is thus likely connected to 
Bunyan’s significant revision of Christian’s departure, from the second edition onward, that 
emphasizes his interactions with his family. Christian communicates his joy about reaching 
heaven in communal terms: “there I shall dwell with such Company as I like best. For, to tell you 
truth, I love him [Christ]” (77-78). His anticipation of this intimacy is suddenly redirected with 
Charity’s first question: “Have you a family? Are you a married man?” (78). Christian weeps when 
Charity specifically asks him why he did not bring them on his pilgrimage. Bunyan’s insistence 
that Christian continues to care for his family is reinforced by Christian’s answer to Charity’s 
question, “And why did you not bring them along with you?”: “Oh how willingly would I have [taken 
them], but they were all of them utterly averse to my going on Pilgrimage” (78). His words 
                                                
44 For a reading of catechism as enacted in Christian’s dialogue with other characters throughout The Pilgrim’s 
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confirm the family dynamic introduced in the revised opening, in which Christian’s desire to help 
his family achieve salvation is rendered futile by their hard-heartedness. In allowing Christian to 
demonstrate emotion here, the presentation of the dilemma of devotion again acknowledges the 
emotional toll of detaching oneself from family in order to seek salvation. It also suggests a 
lingering attachment, reinforced by a marginal gloss: “Christian’s love to his Wife and Children” (78). 
Rather than clarifying the dilemma, the gloss raises more questions than it answers: this love 
should have been relinquished – and seemed to be relinquished – when he first made the decision 
to run toward the Wicket Gate, the gateway to the path toward the Celestial City. If it is still 
here, what, then, is the message regarding the dilemma of devotion?45 Although the gloss here 
restates more simply the meaning of Christian’s tears about his family, it also undermines the 
earlier glosses surrounding Christian’s departure, especially Luke 14:26: “If any man come to me, 
and hate not his father, and mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, yea, and 
his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.” Christian does not hate his family here; he “love[s]” 
them, and this is – temporarily, at least – a contradiction and thus a problem. 
 Charity’s subsequent questions for Christian work toward resolving that problem by 
outlining in greater detail ways in which pious believers can urge their families to join them on 
their symbolic pilgrimages of the spirit. In this conversation, Christian relates the interactions 
with his family before his departure from his perspective, rather than that of Bunyan the 
narrator, a series of ineffectual pleas and prayers that include telling them “what God had 
shewed to me of the destruction of our City” and showing them “my trembling in the 
apprehension of the Judgement that did hang over our heads” (78-79). Charity lists a variety of 
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possible approaches to reach out to resistant family members; some of these appear in Bunyan’s 
1663 domestic manual Christian Behaviour, such as emphasizing the prospect of damnation and 
asking God to bless the believer’s counsel.46 The incorporation of this genre further underscores 
the didacticism of this section, especially regarding the subject of tending one’s family both 
materially and spiritually. Christian admits of only one possible action that might have spurred 
his family to act against his wishes: “if what they saw in me did hinder them, it was my great 
tenderness in sinning against God” (80). This claim frames his family’s discontent as almost a 
recognition of their status in the dilemma of devotion: they are pushed away by Christian’s 
tenderness and concern for God, which seems to diminish their importance in his life. In fact, 
Bunyan advocates for such a distancing in Christian Behaviour: “if thou art alone, yet know thou 
hast both liberty to go to God thorow Christ; and also art at that time in a capacity of having the 
universal Church joyn with thee, for the whol number of those that shal be saved.”47 Charity’s 
gentle yet authoritative catechizing concludes with her comforting statement, “if thy Wife and 
Children have been offended with thee for this, they thereby show themselves to be implacable to good; and thou hast 
delivered thy soul from their blood” (80).  
The gloss, “Christian clear of their blood if they perish,” articulates this central point of their 
conversation (80).48 Both the gloss and Charity’s words emphasize the physicality of Christian’s 
family through the mention of their blood, absolving him of the fate of his earthly family by 
separating his immaterial soul from the physical blood that binds them to each other and to the 
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47 Page 44. 
 
48 The accompanying verse is listed as Ezekiel 4:19, but is actually Ezekiel 3:19: “Yet if thou warn the wicked, 
and he turn not from his wickedness, nor from his wicked way, he shall die in his iniquity; but thou hast 





earth. Their reprobate status lessens the complexity of the dilemma of devotion as portrayed 
here, but the message is intended for all believers wrestling with the competing attachments of 
God and family: once you embark on your quest for salvation through a relationship with Christ, 
you are no longer responsible for your family if they resist or are somehow prevented from 
joining you. As with the opening of the narrative, the revisions that emphasize Christian’s love 
for his family in the first part of the allegory work to reinforce his rejection of family. Christian 
expresses his grief yet can take comfort in the knowledge his family’s spiritual fate is not his fault 
and no longer his responsibility. 
 As Charity’s words confirm the justness of his rejection of his family, Christian is 
discovering a new, holy family that models a proper godly household in the palace’s inhabitants. 
The holy sisters’ pious conversations with Christian contrast with the abrasive, alienating words 
that his wife and children had leveled at him when trying to quiet his melancholy regarding their 
salvation. Christiana and their sons “thought to drive away his distemper by harsh and surely 
carriages to him: sometimes they would chide, sometimes they would deride, and sometimes they 
would quite neglect him” (2nd ed. 2). In contrast, Piety opens her conversation with Christian by 
celebrating the mutual benefits of each other’s company: “Come good Christian, since we have been so 
loving to you, to receive you in to our House this night; let us, if perhaps we may better our selves thereby, talk with 
you of all things that have happened to you in your Pilgrimage” (2nd ed. 72). The reciprocity on display here 
in House Beautiful reveals a household that unites in order to pursue the goals of spiritual 
nourishment and enlightenment, and the conversation itself contrasts with Christian’s silencing 
by his family’s harsh demeanors. Bunyan reiterates the correct solution to the dilemma of 
devotion in a more didactic form by incorporating aspects of the catechism and the domestic 
manual alongside the marginal glosses at House Beautiful, while simultaneously demonstrating 




represent the whole community of elect pilgrims. From this point forward, Christian’s earthly 
family disappears from the narrative. In the first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, therefore, Bunyan 
returns to his first approach to the dilemma in Grace Abounding. The choice between God and 
family isn’t really a choice: God must take complete precedent in order to achieve salvation. 
* 
 Many scholarly studies of Bunyan’s allegory do not even acknowledge the existence of the 
second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, first published in 1684, and those that do debate the nature of 
its relationship to the first narrative.49 Whereas scholars from the earlier twentieth century tended 
to compare the two narratives and “parade these divergences of the Second part as 
shortcomings,” more recently scholars – building on Keeble’s influential claim that “Christian 
has literally saved his family by abandoning it” – have recognized the merits of the second 
narrative as focused instead on the actual nature of its complicated relationship to the first 
narrative.50 James Forrest, for instance, ultimately concludes that the narratives are “two quite 
independent parts, each with its own integrity, but with the Second Part additionally providing a 
commentary or gloss to help elucidate certain matters of the first.”51 I would consider the second 
narrative to be less a gloss than an expansion upon the first, although the idea of elucidation is 
key to the dilemma of devotion. The second narrative does not just comment on Bunyan’s 
                                                
49 For a list of scholars who dismiss the second narrative, see James F. Forrest, “Conspectus,” 37. Exceptions 
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interpretation of the original book” in Graceful Reading, 333.  
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portrayal of the dilemma in the first part; it completes it. The two episodes in the first narrative 
that address the dilemma of devotion, Christian’s opening departure and his visit to House 
Beautiful, are significantly revised in the second, and, in these episodes, Christian fulfills his 
obligation to care for his family physically and spiritually. The two-part narrative structure, 
therefore, enables Bunyan to accomplish through fictional allegory what he could not in Grace 
Abounding: portraying a believer fulfilling both sides of the dilemma of devotion. We will never 
know for certain what motivated Bunyan to write and publish the second part a full six years 
after the first publication of the first part; addressing perceived doctrinal errors in bastardized 
sequels of The Pilgrim’s Progress, a desire to address the broader church congregation, a new 
investment in women’s roles in the nonconformist faith, and Bunyan’s liberation from prison in 
1672 and resettlement with his family have been proffered as hypotheses.52 While biographical 
readings have their limitations, the experiences strategically presented in Grace Abounding provide 
precedent for Bunyan’s textually-mediated life experience as an influence on the first part of The 
Pilgrim’s Progress. Returning to his family and spiritual followers may have provided Bunyan with 
a practical experience of reunion rather than dislocation through which to re-examine his 
understanding of the dilemma.  
 In the opening to the second part of the allegory, in fact, Bunyan vaguely alludes to his 
own autobiographical experience – his release from imprisonment in 1672; his return to 
                                                
52 Swaim attributes the composition and publication of the second narrative to a nexus of biographical and 
broader historical factors, seeing Bunyan’s liberation from prison as an apt time for him to reconsider concerns 
like marital relations within the puritan household. See “Christian’s ‘Christian Behaviour’,” passim. Hill claims 
that the second part was “provoked to some extent by Bunyan’s indignation at a number of spurious sequels . . 
. partly, we may [also] suppose, in order to be able to express second thoughts – e.g. on Christian’s desertion of 
his family.” TSFP, 199. Hill, Keeble, and Swaim all recognize the revision of Christian’s departure in the 
second narrative of The Pilgrim’s Progress, and they even acknowledge the influence of the dilemma of devotion 
even though they do not name it as such. Whereas these writers point out that Bunyan used the second 
narrative to revisit Christian’s departure in the first, this chapter specifically explores how and, in relation to its 





preaching; and his ongoing polemical print battles with Quakers, Ranters, latitudinarians, and 
Baptists  – to explain why so much actual time separated the first publication of Christian’s 
pilgrimage in 1678 and the first introduction of the second part of the allegory in 1684.53 A 
“Multiplicity of Business” having made Bunyan “much hindred, and kept back from my wonted 
Travels,” he claims that he “could not till now obtain an opportunity to make further enquiry 
after whom [Christian] left behind” (1-2).54 A man named Mr. Sagacity appears in Bunyan’s 
dream, however, to inform him that Christiana had second thoughts about her hard-heartedness 
as soon as she learned that her husband “was gone over the River,” or had died and entered the 
Celestial City, “and she could hear of him no more” (6).55 By suggesting that Christiana begins to 
think about her own pilgrimage immediately after Christian’s story ends in salvation, Bunyan 
indicates that no real time elapses between the end of the first narrative and the beginning of the 
second. Not only does this encourage the reader to see both narratives as one long, unified 
narrative, but it also suggests that, on the literal level of the allegory, Christiana and her sons 
were not abandoned by their husband and father to reside in the City of Destruction (and in 
reprobation) for long. Because no narrative space exists between the two pilgrimages, they escape 
the potential fate of vagrancy and abuse that Bunyan envisioned for his family in Grace Abounding. 
                                                
53 See 3n10 of this chapter for the composition and publication history of the two parts of the allegory. For 
Bunyan’s life after his release from prison until 1684, see Richard L. Greaves, ‘Bunyan, John (bap. 1628, d. 
1688)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford University Press, 2004, accessed 13 Feb. 2011, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/3949. 
 
54 The Pilgrim’s Progress From This World To That which is to come: The Second Part. Delivered under the Similitude of a 
Dream Wherein is set forth The manner of setting out of Christian’s Wife and Children, their Dangerous Journey, and Safe Arrival 




55 For analysis of the role that dialogue plays in this scene and throughout The Pilgrim’s Progress, see David Seed, 
“Dialogue and Debate in The Pilgrim’s Progress, in Newey, ed., The Pilgrim’s Progress: Critical and Historical Views, 






By rewriting autobiography as two separate fictional narratives, therefore, Bunyan neutralizes the 
threat of physical hardship to the believer’s family that haunts Bunyan so vividly in Grace 
Abounding. This neutralization positively spins one of the most troubling aspects of the dilemma, 
the notion that one’s earthly family could suffer greatly if abandoned. 
 Even before he learns that they have left on pilgrimage, Bunyan-as-narrator begins to 
revise the portrayal of Christian’s family as reprobates in the first part of the allegory by 
describing them in tender, sympathetic terms. “But, pray Sir,” asks Bunyan of Mr. Sagacity after 
discussing Christian’s salvation, “while it is fresh in my mind, do you hear anything of his wife and Children? 
poor hearts, I wonder in my mind what they do” (5). By calling them “poor hearts,” the narrator 
acknowledges the toll of Christian’s separation on their lives, extending his sympathy to their 
physical and emotional hardships even though he has not yet learned from Mr. Sagacity that 
they are no longer reprobate.56 In addition, their transition from reprobation to potential 
salvation removes the emphasis on the prominent reading in the first narrative when “they began 
to be hardened” (2). Here, instead of symbolizing reprobation, Christiana and her sons 
predominantly represent Christian’s beloved family; the literal level of meaning briefly overrides 
their symbolic meaning as members of the broader spiritual community in order to make a 
specific point about earthly families and the nonconformist faith. That point acknowledges the 
justness of earthly familial bonds, and thus the justness of addressing the second part of the 
dilemma of devotion. This change from the hard-heartedness of reprobation to the desire to be 
saved indicates a complete revision of the characters of Christiana and her sons, a revision that 
begins to reframe the conclusions to the dilemma of devotion as portrayed in the first part of the 
                                                
56 This determination not to express discontent is reflected in Christian Behaviour, where Bunyan gives advice to 
fathers and husbands on how to convert a resistant family. Never once does he advocate for rough words or 
rude behavior. For example, “If they are obstinate and will not go forth with thee, then do thou get godly and 





allegory. As scholars have noted, not all characters in The Pilgrim’s Progress are as clearly 
allegorical, in the sense of representing both a literal person who interacts with or is related to 
Christian and a symbolic trait or moral quality. For instance, the character Talkative from the 
first narrative can initially be read as “a personification of his [Christian’s] own error” who is 
later “exteriorized” into an allegorical figure of a false pilgrim.57 Thus, it is significant that 
Christiana and her sons are such clear-cut allegorical figures: while their symbolic meaning 
consistently resonates, their position as Christian’s earthly family serves to illustrate the specific 
issue of the dilemma of devotion, and how Christian’s departure affects their earthly lives, as well 
as their spiritual ones, in a positive way. 
 Christiana’s decision to leave the City of Destruction, like her husband’s departure in the 
first part, moves swiftly once it begins; however, her departure is structurally different. Whereas 
the first narrative opens with by juxtaposing Christian’s desire to save his family with their hard-
heartedness, the second narrative presents Christiana’s thoughts and actions as steps in a 
progressive process. “[T]hough they all plaid the fool at the First,” Sagacity explains, “yet second 
thoughts have wrought wonderfully with them” (5; my emphasis). In providing more detail, Mr. 
Sagacity confirms that these “second thoughts,” or the slow workings of Christ upon their hearts, 
began immediately after Christian’s departure, as Christiana began to weigh both the earthly and 
spiritual consequences of his absence: as soon as “she could hear him no more, her thoughts 
began to work in her mind” (6). “First,” she reflects on the sudden, apparent destruction of her 
                                                
57 For analysis of Talkative, see Luxon, Literal Figures, 176-78 (citations from 177). See Lynch, John Bunyan and 
the Language of Conviction, 85-87 for a succinct summation of ways in which The Pilgrim’s Progress resists easy 
categorization as a simple or straightforward allegorical narrative. Chapters 4 & 5 in Davies’s Graceful Reading 
offer a provocative reading of how the presence of other genres – romance, marginal commentary, parable, 
autobiography – work to create complexity in order to impel the reader to read “gracefully,” or through the 
lens of the covenant of grace. While I question his use of postmodern theory alongside the fruitful 
historicization of Bunyan’s theology, these chapters raise many interesting points about the role of the covenant 





marriage: “the loving bond of that Relation was utterly broken betwixt them” (6). Although this 
phrase may seem like a misguided emphasis on earthly conjugal relations, the situation is 
different for Christiana. As a wife, she must not neglect her husband, and therefore the 
conventional puritan allegory of earthly and spiritual marriage applies to her in a way that it 
cannot for Christian, and could not for a husband and minister like Bunyan. As Bunyan writes in 
Christian Behaviour, the ideal godly wife “should . . . be subject to him [her husband] as is fit in the 
Lord. The Apostle saith, That the Wife should submit her self to her Husband, as to the Lord.”58 The 
syntax of the scripture, with the phrase “as to,” conveys a sense of a simultaneous, hierarchical 
submission – submitting to one’s husband with one’s flesh and to the Lord with one’s spirit – that 
indicates an allegorical relationship. Thus, Christian’s instructional influence on his wife’s 
behavior suggests that there is no dilemma of devotion for wives as long as their husbands are 
godly, since to obey their husbands is part of giving absolute devotion to Christ. Christiana’s 
dependence on her husband further underscores the necessity of his departure in the first 
narrative, since her salvation can only come after his.59   
 Thus, instead of finding her road to Damascus moment by reading the Bible like her 
husband, Christiana becomes aware of her need to seek salvation first by ruing the destruction of 
her marital bond and then by reflecting on her husband’s words about salvation:  
                                                
58 Page 65. This text is glossed with the following verses: 1 Peter 3:1: “Likewise, ye wives, be in subjection to 
your own husbands; that, if any obey not the word, they also may without the word be won by the conversation 
of the wives”; Colossians 3:18: “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as it is fit in the Lord”; and 
Ephesians 5:22: “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.” 
 
59 As Margaret Olofson Thickstun writes, Christiana “conflates her union with God with her reunion with 
Christian, for her husband, as the head of their spiritual body, acts as God’s representative to her.” “From 
Christiana to Stand-Fast: Subsuming the Feminine in The Pilgrim’s Progress,” SEL 26, no. 3 (Summer 1986): 439-
53, at 442. Despite his clear belief in a patriarchal household structure and that the husband should lead the 
family in godly instruction, I do not find Bunyan’s attitude towards women and their spiritual potential in The 
Pilgrim’s Progress to be as negative as Thickstun does. For a more sympathetic and balanced view, see Margaret 
J. M. Ezell, “Bunyan’s Women, Women’s Bunyan,” in Trauma and Transformation: The Political Progress of John 





there was not any thing that Christian either said to her, or did before her, all the while 
that his burden did hang on his back, but it returned upon her like a flash of lightning, 
and rent the Caul of her Heart in sunder. Specially that bitter out-cry of his, What shall I 
do to be saved, did ring in her ears most dolefully. (6-7) 
 
Christian’s words take effect the second time that his wife reflects on them, a repetitive 
contemplation that echoes the convention found in many spiritual autobiographies of re-reading 
a particular verse in order to seek its true meaning. In Grace Abounding, for example, Bunyan 
learns to re-read Hebrews 12:16-17 so that it signifies not his damnation but his salvation: “And 
as touching that in the twelfth of the Hebrews, about Esau[’]s selling his Birth-right, though this 
was that which kill’d me, and stood like a Spear against me; yet now I did consider [the verse 
again]” (§179). Moreover, Christian’s words pierce Christiana’s heart “like a flash of lightning,” 
just as these heartening words from 1 Corinthians 1:9 do in Bunyan’s autobiography: “these 
words did with great power suddainly break in upon me, My grace is sufficient for thee, my grace is 
sufficient for thee, my grace is sufficient for thee; three times together” (§161). By having her husband’s 
word, and not the Word, do this work of conversion, the hierarchical structure of salvation within 
Christian’s family is again emphasized: “He for God only, she for God in him.”60 Like an 
untutored parishioner or a child, Christiana must be taught by her husband’s behavior before she 
can embrace the Word herself. They could not have been saved simultaneously after all, it seems, 
suggesting that their separation through the dilemma of devotion is actually the means through 
which both sides of the dilemma will be addressed. 
 By presenting Christiana’s spiritual awakening as a series of two-step processes, Bunyan 
subtly duplicates the relationship between the two narratives of The Pilgrim’s Progress as a unified 
narrative of salvation within the members of an individual family. That is, the two-part structure 
                                                






of significant moments in Christiana’s conversion presents a small-scale version of the two-part 
narrative structure that unites Christian’s pilgrimage with that of his wife and children. The 
progression of her thoughts from her earthly marriage to the quest for salvation and union with 
Christ (and Christian) demonstrates that wives, like children with their father, need the additional 
intercession of their husband. The effect of this in the second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress is to 
place Christiana on the same level as her children with whom she makes the journey. The 
Interpreter suggests as much when Christiana arrives at his house, comparing her pilgrimage to 
Matthew 21:28-29: “Then is fulfilled that which also is Written of the Man that said to his Son, go work to 
day [sic] in my Vineyard, and he said to his Father, I will not; but afterwards repented and went” (38). 
Christiana, of course, is the son in this analogy; rather than being the equal that Christian 
suggests in the first part when he speaks of “my self, with thee, my Wife” (PP1 2), she resembles the 
spiritual children Bunyan “travelled to bring forth” during his ministry and to whom he dedicates 
Grace Abounding (GA §242). This radically rewrites the dilemma of devotion as Bunyan has 
previously presented it; it is no longer a simultaneously experienced moment, as in Grace 
Abounding or with Christian’s departure, but a necessary, and necessarily, two-part structure, in 
which the husband and father must embark on his own quest for salvation in order to enable his 
family to do the same. In this respect, Christiana’s salvation is generationally displaced from that 
of her husband, and his abandonment becomes the necessary catalyst for her to pursue 
salvation.61  
                                                
61 For Thomas Luxon, such an emphasis on women as beings overly invested in the material excises them from 
an important part of Protestant theology: imagining oneself as reborn through Christ as an erasure of one’s 
original birth through a woman. While this argument has its valid points in relation to metaphors of rebirth, I 
think it does not quite apply to the marital bond emphasized here between Christian and Christiana. This 
bond is rewritten as a generational, successive bond that shows how Christiana is reborn through her husband, 





Of course, allegorically, Christiana represents all church parishioners who rely on 
preachers for guidance. Thus, on both a literal and metaphorical level, Christiana’s salvation and 
that of her children depend upon Christian abandoning them not only to model salvation but to 
inspire them to seek it for themselves. Allegory allows Bunyan to move back and forth between 
the literal level of the plot – in which Christiana is a flesh-and-blood human character in need of 
physical as well as spiritual protection – and the metaphorical register, in which she represents 
not only all puritan wives but also parishioners who seek the guidance of preachers like Bunyan 
in times of persecution and widespread dislocation. In scenes that concern matters that are in 
part earthly, like those dealing with the dilemma of devotion, allegory enables the brief 
prioritization of the plot and its characters in order to make a specific point, such as the specific 
salvation of a believer’s earthly family. Always working alongside that point, however, is the 
metaphorical level of the allegory that consistently reminds the reader that physical or earthly 
issues may occasionally require devoted attention, but that the real goal is always beyond earthly 
matters and toward heaven.   
 At House Beautiful, the power of allegory can be seen as Christiana herself initiates 
actions that will repair the connection with her husband that was broken by her hardheartedness, 
beginning with her request that she and her younger companion Mercy sleep “in that Chamber 
that was my Husbands, when he was here” (73). Her use of the bed in which her husband had 
previously slept reintroduces the conventional use of the puritan marriage allegory, but with a 
crucial difference: Christian and Christiana’s conjugal joys are not experienced through physical 
intimacy. Nevertheless, the marginal gloss next to Christiana’s request to sleep in her husband’s 
bed, “1 Part pag. 82.” points the reader back to that specific page in the first narrative, which 




with the sisters of House Beautiful.62 In order simultaneously to consult both narratives, the 
reader would have to take the two books and lay them open side-by-side at the relevant pages, 
consulting one and then the other (perhaps numerous times). This reading practice mimics in 
physical form the spiritual union achieved by husband and wife as they separately inhabit the bed 
in House Beautiful: just as the reader can only locate either Christian or Christiana in House 
Beautiful at one point in time, Christian and Christiana inhabit the same place at different times 
in terms of the complete work’s chronology.63 In addition, the reader enacts a two-step process 
when consulting the two texts, a similar two-step process as that through which the two 
narratives collectively portray the dilemma of devotion. The form of the union between husband 
and wife directly contrasts with the episode in Grace Abounding in which Bunyan shares the marital 
bed with his first wife while he commits his most profound spiritual error. In the autobiography, 
Bunyan’s reaction to his wife’s sudden labor pains instigate his most trying temptation “to sell 
and part with this most blessed Christ, to exchange him for the things of this life” (§106). In 
reconceiving her marriage as a two-part allegory, Christiana moves beyond her dependence on 
her husband’s words and begins to model her own understanding of her role as a both godly wife 
and a godly pilgrim. She is thus able to take care of her physical and spiritual needs without her 
husband’s presence.  
In contrast to the fraught role of the marital bed in Grace Abounding, the marriage bed in 
The Pilgrim’s Progress emphasizes the joys of a woman rewriting earthly marriage as an allegorical 
union between her earthly body and her saved husband, who himself is in a deeper, even less 
physical union with Christ. Christiana looks forward to joining her husband and having a similar 
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Pilgrim’s Progress, not the first. The second edition, of course, has the notable revisions of Christian’s departure.  
 





union with Christ in a dream she has of seeing of her husband in the Celestial City, one that gives 
her confidence that she will reunite with him after death: “much less did I ever think of seeing his Face 
with Comfort, and of Worshipping the Lord the King with him, and yet now I believe I shall” (73). Her dream 
thus resonates with Bunyan’s description of his union with Christ in the autobiography, which 
places his body on earth but his “Head” and “Life” in heaven with Christ, as well as experiences 
of Christ Bunyan has in bed: “I could scarce lie in my Bed for joy, and peace, and triumph, 
thorow Christ” (§187, 216). It also recalls the unity in Christian’s words from the opening of the 
first part of The Pilgrim’s Progress, when he tries to convince his wife and children to come with him 
on pilgrimage: “both my self, with thee, my Wife, and you my sweet babes” (2). This new way of 
cohabiting between spouses, one that is temporally and geographically distant but spiritually 
united, replicates Bunyan’s imprisonment in Grace Abounding without the hardship experienced by 
his second wife and children. Unlike Elizabeth Bunyan, Christiana is safe and happy in House 
Beautiful, dreaming of her husband. By emphasizing the joys of spiritual union while removing 
adverse physical consequences of geographic and temporal separation, Bunyan mitigates the 
dilemma of devotion in a way that is specifically tailored to fellow nonconformists threatened by 
religious persecution. As significant as shared household prayer was to the puritan faith, Bunyan 
suggests here that spiritual caretaking of one’s family is not just important enough to warrant 
physical dislocation. Rather, the best way of ensuring familial salvation is dislocation and 
separation.64  
 Because their union will only be accomplished when Christiana joins her husband by 
dying – represented by crossing a river separating the land of Beulah from the Celestial City of 
                                                
64 Encouraged activities included “Bible-reading, prayers, questions about the content of sermons recently 
heard, singing psalms, mutual counsel, and other forms of edification.” Green, The Christian’s ABC, 209. See 
also Greaves, Society and Religion in Elizabethan England (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1981), Chapters 





heaven – their marital bond on earth is structured on a series of legacies that Christian leaves for 
his wife. This begins when she suddenly recalls everything “that Christian either said to her, or did 
before her, all the while that his burden did hang on his back” just before her decision to go on 
pilgrimage, and its most overt manifestation appears when she shares his bed in House Beautiful 
(6-7). The centrality of the bed in the House Beautiful scenes underscores this lineal connotation, 
because beds were usually the most valuable moveable goods bequeathed in wills; significantly, 
women – especially daughters – received moveable goods more frequently than sons, who often 
acquired any land bequeathed.65 Christiana has thus both metaphorically and literally – 
allegorically – inherited her husband’s place on the pilgrim’s path, as the cohabitation associated 
with conjugal union is rewritten as a lineal bequeathal of salvation. This moment specifically 
recalls Bunyan’s concern for his daughter Mary in Grace Abounding, phrased in terms of her 
“portion” (§261). Christiana’s position as a spiritual child inheriting her husband’s instruction on 
salvation aligns her with Mary Bunyan, but the emphasis on spiritual portion in the symbolic 
nature of the bed in House Beautiful demonstrates how the mechanisms of allegory work to 
convey both Christiana’s physical safety and her spiritual growth. Christiana’s earthly body is 
protected by following the dangerous path her husband has laid out for her, and therefore her 
spiritual needs can be the priority. 
 Many scholars have argued that the second part of The Pilgrim’s Progress presents 
Christian as a spiritual leader because the “communal pilgrimage is regularly sparked and fuelled 
by redemptive reminders of Christian’s precedent journey and heroic sacrifices,” and the allegory 
also suggests that Christian’s four sons will continue that legacy.66 In House Beautiful, Prudence 
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successfully catechizes James, Joseph, Samuel, and Matthew, congratulating them on their 
spiritual knowledge but telling them to “still harken to your Mother, for she can learn you more” 
and also to read “that Book [the Bible] that was the cause of your Fathers becoming a Pilgrim” 
(80).67 Her advice acknowledges Christiana’s role as their mother, a significant one in terms of 
godly instruction in the puritan household, but it also urges these young boys to consult the Bible 
directly and thus looks forward to a time when they will mimic the leadership demonstrated by 
their father and thus surpass their mother to become spiritual leaders. The lineal transmission of 
knowledge from the absent father to his sons through the Word illustrates a successful negotiation 
of the dilemma, since Christian need not be with his children in order to see them take up the 
Bible and learn from it. 
This notion is articulated more explicitly by Gaius, the innkeeper who hosts what has 
become a large group of pilgrims as the narrative has progressed – Christiana; her sons; her 
younger companion Mercy; a heroic chaperone and chivalric destroyer of monsters named 
Great-heart; and a timid but faithful pilgrim named Mr. Honest. A Biblical figure, Gaius hosted 
Paul at Corinth while the apostle wrote the Epistle to the Romans, for which Paul baptized Gaius 
and the members of his household; in Romans 16:23, Paul refers to Gaius as “mine host, and 
[host] of the whole church.” In The Pilgrim’s Progress, Gaius’s words carry the authority of a man 
who housed the Apostle most influential in spreading the gospel, and thus represents an 
archetype of the ideal Christian host. When he first meets Christiana, he tells her: “I knew your 
Husband’s Father, yea, also, his Father’s Father,” noting that “Christian’s Progenitors (I suppose 
                                                                                                                                                       
 





you have heard your Husband talk of them) were very worthy men” (146).68 By introducing the 
notion that Christian has ancestors, Gaius describes a lineage of holy men to whom Christian is 
related by virtue of his election: like biological families, the community of the elect includes both 
horizontal bonds – such as the sisters of House Beautiful – and vertical ones. (Christian’s 
“Father” and his “Father’s Father” also stand for Christ and God, respectively and 
simultaneously.) Gaius describes Christian’s own sons as a continuation of this line: “Nor can I, 
but be glad, to see that thy Husband has left behind him four boys such as these. I hope they will 
bear up their Fathers Name, and tread in their Fathers Steps, and come to their Fathers End” 
(147). In other words, Gaius anticipates not only that these sons will achieve election and enter 
the Celestial City but also that they will participate in the growth of this community, just as 
Christian has done by inspiring people with the story of his journey. By addressing both aspects 
of the dilemma of devotion, therefore, Christian not only saves himself and his family but also 
ensures that his sons will continue the pattern and save countless others in future generations. 
The emphasis on lineal bonds within individual families like Christian’s, and the ways in which 
those bonds are the key to expanding the church horizontally, indicate the importance of 
Bunyan’s resolution to the dilemma of devotion – separating the family so that the leader of the 
household weathers persecution on his own – as a strategy for the nonconformist faith as a whole 
in times of suppression. 
In addition to vertical bonds, Gaius paraphrases the story of Noah in Genesis and lines 
from Deuteronomy and Exodus that describe the Israelites as “numerous upon the face of the 
                                                
68 “progenitor, n.,” OED Online, accessed 14 August 2013, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/152171?redirectedFrom=progenitor#eid.  The word comes from 2 
Timothy 1:3, which in the AV uses the word “forefather,” a synonym for “progenitor,” instead: “I thank God, 
whom I serve from my forefathers with pure conscience, that without ceasing I have remembrance of thee in 





Earth,” when he says that “Christians Family is like still to spread abroad upon the face of the 
Ground, and yet to be numerous upon the face of the Earth” (147). Gaius’s description of 
Christian’s family acknowledges the importance of marriage and propagation in ensuring the 
survival of the spiritual family. The physicality of marriage can be emphasized here because 
Bunyan has already shown how Christian saves his family by abandoning them and how 
Christiana herself understands marriage as an allegorical and non-physical relationship with her 
husband that instructs her in how to reach God. Sex has no emotional or spiritual meaning; it 
exists only to produce new generations of believers. As the progenitor of the human race and 
preserver of the animals after the devastating flood, Noah was told by God to “to keep seed alive 
upon the face of all the earth” (Genesis 7:3). Similarly, Gaius makes a suggestion that will keep 
the spiritual family of the elect flourishing by recommending that Matthew, Christian’s eldest 
son, marry Mercy: “take Mercy into a nearer Relation to thee,” he tells Christiana, “’Tis the way 
to preserve you a Posterity in the Earth” (148). Although Mercy’s name indicates her allegorical 
significance as a key component of Christ’s grace in offering salvation to human sinners, here and 
elsewhere she is presented as a young maid who will increase Christian’s specific lineage by 
marrying into his family.  
In House Beautiful, Mercy shares Christiana’s bedchamber and has a dream about 
Christian that folds her into Christian’s family and into the godly family of the elect. Not only 
does a figure with wings take her to the Celestial City to see Christ, who says “welcome Daughter,” 
but Mercy tells Christina, “I thought that I saw your Husband there” (75). As a non-relation who 
first forges spiritual affinities with Christian and his family, Mercy’s marriage to their eldest son 
turns a metaphorical connection into an allegorical one. Thus, her marriage to Matthew 
indicates Bunyan’s investment in earthly marriages for the purpose of spreading the puritan 




(male) salvation told through Christian’s story in the first part of Bunyan’s allegory. Bunyan can 
celebrate the benefits of earthly marriage having framed them in a satisfactory approach to the 
dilemma of devotion. Focusing on one’s own salvation makes it possible not only to save others 
but also to address the practical concerns of tending to one’s family on earth and spreading the 
gospel through procreation as well as through proselytization. The close of the narrative, with 
Christiana crossing the river into heaven and her sons married and living happily in Beulah (the 
godly place on earth just across the river from heaven), shows what life looks like when a believer 
doesn’t have to choose between God and family – when he lives, in other words, in a world 
without outside persecution. He is saved, his family is both physically safe and spiritually saved, 




By redefining the coeval puritan household as a series of successive generations, Bunyan 
envisions a world in which a father and husband can live (and suffer) for his God while physically 
sparing and spiritually saving his family. Dislocation, a source of emotional pain that threatens to 
disrupt a coherent position on the dilemma in Bunyan’s autobiography, becomes the means 
through which to accomplish those goals and resolve the dilemma of devotion in his allegory. The 
Pilgrim’s Progress is indeed a book about a man who has left his family. By exploring the role of the 
dilemma of devotion in both this work and its autobiographical predecessor, we better 






Fathers and Sons: The Politics of Lineage in Milton’s Poetry 
 
 John Milton does not pen a stand-alone prose autobiography like Bunyan’s Grace 
Abounding, Cavendish’s “A true Relation of My Birth, Breeding, and Life,” or Halkett’s 
Autobiography. He does not need to do so, because all of his writings reinforce the autobiographical 
narrative that he introduces with his earliest works: the narrative of himself as an epic poet in the 
making. Joseph Wittreich summarizes centuries of Milton scholarship when he claims that “the 
autobiographical impulse [is] notoriously strong in Milton’s writings, poetry and prose alike.”1 
For Milton, this artistic narrative is also a political one, as he explains in his ca. 1638 
autobiographical Latin panegyric “Ad Patrem” – “To My Father” – a missive in which he seeks 
to justify his choice of a poetic career to his father, John Milton Sr. (1562-1647), a scrivener, 
composer, and Protestant.2 Poets, he argues in “Ad Patrem,” have a responsibility to provide 
trenchant political critique, a responsibility first established by itinerant classical bards: 
 Poems were wont to grace the banquets of kings, when as yet luxury and the vast gulf of  
 gluttony were unknown, when at dinner Bacchus flowed in moderation. Then, according 
 to custom, the bard, seated at the festal board, his unshorn locks wreathed from a garland 
 from the oak, used to sing the feats of heroes and their emulable deeds . . . (ll.41-46)3  
 
                                                
1 Joseph Wittreich, Why Milton Matters (Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 3. 
 
2 In his psychoanalytic work John Milton: The Self and the World (Lexington: Univ. of Kentucky Press, 1993), John 
Shawcross explores the Oedipal conflict as expressed in Milton’s works. In a more recent work, The Arms of the 
Family: The Significance of John Milton’s Relatives and Associates (Lexington: Univ. of Kentucky Press, 2004), 
Shawcross provides new archival research that suggests that other members of Milton’s family – especially his 
Royalist brother Christopher and Royalist brother-in-law Thomas Agar – had a significant influence on 
Milton’s politics and possibly saved his life during the Restoration. For the paradox of gratitude and 
disobedience in individual poems, see below. 
 
3 In Stephen Orgel and Jonathan Goldberg, eds., John Milton: The Major Works, Including “Paradise Lost”, rev. ed. 





Tales of “heroes and their emulable deeds” are needed, Milton insists, because of the “luxury and 
vast gulf of gluttony” that represent the immoral excess for which opponents criticized the 
Caroline court, and Milton argues in “Ad Patrem” that he will be one of the men who will risk 
persecution to fulfill that ancient office.4  
One of Milton’s many objections to the monarchy was the way in which power was 
passed down through the royal bloodline, or lineage, regardless of the people’s wishes or the 
political acumen of a given heir. In disarticulating the popular patriarchal analogy of kings as 
fathers, Milton emphasizes the unique authority of actual fathers to govern their households 
without fear of usurpation and their responsibility to educate their children in the proper conduct 
befitting informed citizens.5 While Milton does not discuss his family extensively in the 
autobiographical narratives within his civil war and interregnum prose tracts, he recursively 
mentions how his father, John Milton, Sr., gave him such an education.6 As he writes in the Pro 
populo Anglicano defensio secunda (1654), or Second Defence of the English People, “[m]y father destined me 
in early childhood for the study of literature” and “took care that I should be instructed daily 
                                                
4 These sins pointedly critique the expenditures of that office, which seemed not only wasteful but idolatrous 
and papist to puritan opponents. 
 
5 “Our fathers begot us, but our kings did not, and it is we, rather, who created the king,” Milton writes in 
Defensio Pro Populo Anglicano (1651), or The Defence of the English People. This text precedes the Second Defence cited 
above. He argues that kings can be made and unmade, but “a father cannot abjure his position as a father” 
with his son. (YP: 4.1.327)  
  
6 For Milton’s views on education, see Barbara K. Lewalski, “Milton and the Hartlib Circle: Educational 
Projects and Epic Paideia,” in Literary Milton: Text, Pretext, Context, edited by Diana Benet and Michael Lieb 
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1994), 202-19; Thomas Festa, “Repairing the Ruins: Milton as Reader 
and Educator,” Milton Studies 43 (2004): 35-63; Annabel Patterson, “Couples, Canons, and the Uncouth: 
Spenser and Milton in Educational Theory,” Critical Inquiry 16 (1990): 773-793; William G. Riggs, “Poetry and 
Method in Milton’s Of Education,” Studies in Philology 89 (1992): 445-69; and Gauri Viswanathan, “Milton, 





both in school and under other masters” (YP: 4.1.612).7 Milton first writes about this education, 
however, with reverent gratitude in the opening lines of “Ad Patrem”: “I know not what offerings 
from me can better repay your gifts, though not even the greatest can repay them” (ll.7-10). In 
the lines that follow, he tries to convince his father that a career as a poet will repay this sacrifice 
but makes it clear that he will risk disobedience if his father fails to approve.  
Although Milton does not make the earthly father-son dynamic a central theme of his 
writings, he does return to it – both his specific relationship with his father and other father-son 
relations – frequently in his writing career, from “Mansus,” the companion poem to “Ad 
Patrem” dedicated to the Neapolitan poet and patron Giovanni Battista Manso (c.1560-c.1645), 
to interregnum political sonnets and the verse tragedy Samson Agonistes (1671). He portrays the 
relationship between earthly fathers and sons as an ongoing negotiation between, on the one 
hand, continuity across generations – the way in which families define themselves according to 
certain characteristics, including social rank, religious faith, and political values – and, on the 
other, contingency – the way in which the youngest members of a lineal family can either 
implement or jettison such family traditions.8 Lineal relationships are useful for Milton, because 
their emphasis on precedent across generations offers an analogy for political stability across 
generations of senators in a republican government. In the “Ad Patrem” and the interregnum 
                                                
7 For autobiography in the prose tracts, see Brooke Conti, “‘That Really Too Anxious Protestation’: Crisis and 
Autobiography in Milton’s Prose” and Fallon, Milton’s Peculiar Grace: Self-Representation and Authority, 164-72. For 
more on Milton and autobiography in general, see Helen Darbishire, ed., The Early Lives of Milton; Louis L. 
Martz, Milton: Poet of Exile; Sharon Desmond Paradiso, “‘Now Hear Mee Relate’”; Marshall Grossman, Authors 
to Themselves; William B. Hunter, Jr., “John Milton: Autobiographer”; Jonathan Goldberg, “Milton’s Prose 
Autobiographies”; Barbara K. Lewalski, “‘To Try, and teach the Erring Soul’”; David Hawkes, “The Politics 
of Character in Milton’s Divorce Tracts”; David Robertson, “Soliloquy and Self in Milton’s Major Poems”; 
Ashraf H. A. Rushdy, “Of Paradise Regained: The Interpretation of Career”; Shawcross, John Milton: The Self and 
the World; Paul Stevens, “Discontinuities in Milton’s Early Public Self-Representation”; and Douglas Stewart, 
“Speaking to the World: The Ad Hominem Logic of Milton’s Polemics.”  
 
8 For a critical discussion of Milton’s attitude towards primogeniture, see Su Fang Ng, Literature and the Politics of 





sonnets, Milton articulates how generations of a family can successfully pass down political 
principles and strategies for political action. However, lineal relationships prove problematic 
when fathers fail to educate their sons or even teach principles antithetical to the republican 
cause. Milton shows the result of both possibilities in the flawed relationship between Manoa and 
Samson in Samson Agonistes. In this chapter, therefore, I trace how Milton addresses and 
appropriates the political dynamics between fathers and sons in his writings for the benefit of the 
republican cause. The family’s importance as a social unit makes it impossible – and impractical 




“Ad Patrem” and “Mansus”: Two Fathers, One Burgeoning Poet   
 “Ad Patrem” is a poem of disobedience woven through expressions of gratitude, as 
Milton simultaneously thanks his father for his education and defends what he plans to do with 
it.9 He begins by counteracting the conventional argument that he, an indebted son, cannot 
adequately compensate his father’s economic investment in him, arguing instead that poetry is a 
powerful sacred and political act and thus superior currency to legal tender: “Scorn not the poet’s 
                                                
9 Scholars have offered dates for “Ad Patrem” that span the 1630s and even enter into the early 1640s. 
Although it is tempting to read “Ad Patrem” as a thank-you before Milton embarks on his tour of Italy in 1638, 
we do not have enough evidence to support this inference. A detailed summary of the debates can be found in 
A Variorum Commentary on the Poems of John Milton, ed. Merritt Y. Hughes, Volume 1, The Latin and Greek Poems and 
The Italian Poems, ed. Douglas Bush, J. E. Shaw, and A. Bartlett Giamatti (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 
1970), 1:232-40. In the Commentary, editor Douglas Bush favors an earlier date ca.1631-32, an argument that he 
had already outlined in “The Date of Milton’s ‘Ad Patrem,’” Modern Philology 61, no. 3 (Feb. 1964): 204-08; 
John Carey argues for a date ca.1640 in “Milton’s ‘Ad Patrem,’ 35-37,” The Review of English Studies 15, no. 58 
(May 1964): 180-84. Although Bush makes many convincing points, I think that the degree of political 
discontent is more reflective of the poems that Milton is writing in the late 1630s. My perspective was shaped 
instrumentally by Edward Jones, “‘Filling a Blank in the Canvas’: Milton, Horton, and the Kedermister 
Library,” The Review of English Studies, n.s., 53, no. 209 (2002): 31-60 and “Milton and the 1637 Inspection of 





song, a work divine” (l.17). Less conventionally, Milton insists that Milton, Sr.’s own life followed 
this very narrative of the political artist who ultimately benefits his family through his work. The 
muses who have inspired Milton in the sacred art of poetry – as he claims, “I have nothing save 
what golden Clio has given me” – have also had a longstanding relationship with his father (ll.14-
15). He urges Milton, Sr. not to 
persist in contemning the sacred muses; think them not vain and poor, by whose gift you  
yourself are skilled in setting a thousand sounds to fitting numbers, and are trained to vary  
the singing voice through a thousand modulations, you who by merit should be heir to  
the name of Arion. (ll.57-60; my emphasis).  
 
John Milton, Sr. was a well-known composer in his day, and he specialized in Protestant 
hymns.10 When Milton refers to his father “setting a thousand sounds to fitting numbers,” 
therefore, he reminds Milton, Sr. of his commitment to Protestant devotional music in the early 
seventeenth century, a time of heightened religious and political conflict.11 While he doesn’t 
address it directly, Milton seems to nod towards the fact that his father disobeyed his Catholic 
father Richard when he converted to Protestantism, an act for which he was subsequently 
disinherited.12 When he wrote Protestant hymns, therefore, the elder John Milton celebrated a 
faith that cost him his family. Milton thus paradoxically asserts that his writing poetry will 
                                                
10 Some of Milton’s hymns were published in Thomas Ravenscroft’s 1621 psalter The Whole Booke of Psalmes, 
and four anthems by him appeared in William Leighton’s 1614 The Teares or Lamentacions of a Sorrowfvll Sovle. 
Gordon Campbell, “Milton, John (1562–1647),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2009), accessed 24 August 2012, 
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/18799. 
 
11 A charming and, I suspect, neglected book that provides great detail on John Milton, Sr.’s musical training is 
Ernest Brennecke, Jr.’s John Milton the Elder and His Music (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1938). For John 
Milton, Sr.’s other occupation, see William R. Parker, “John Milton, Scrivener, 1590-1632,” Modern Language 
Notes 59, no. 8 (Dec. 1944): 532-37. See Helen Darbishire, ed. The Early Lives of Milton, 1, 18, 35, and 50-1 for 
the rift between John Milton, Sr. and his father Richard specifically, and David Masson, The Life of John Milton: 
Narrated in Connexion with the Political, Ecclesiastical, and Literary History of His Time (London: Macmillan and Co., 
1880), 1:3-30 for Milton’s paternal ancestry. 
 
12 See Campbell’s Dictionary of National Biography entry for “Milton, John (1562–1647),” cited above, and 




continue his father’s artistic legacy, even though this legacy resulted in disinheritance. He seeks to 
smooth over his own potential disobedience, in other words, by reminding his father of his own 
rebellion from his father.  
Milton thus gifts his father a new story of divine origin, placing him in a family where his 
political art successfully addresses his obligations to the muses by whom he has been “trained to 
vary the singing voice through a thousand modulations.” The patriarch of this mythical familial 
legacy is, fittingly, the god Apollo:  
Now, if it has happened that I have been born a poet, why is it strange to you that we, so 
closely joined by the loving bond of blood, should pursue related arts and kindred ways of 
life? Phoebus, wishing to divide himself in two, gave some gifts to me, others to my father; 
and we, father and son, possess the divided god. (ll.61-66) 
 
When Milton reminds his father that they already “pursue related arts and kindred ways of life,” 
he joins words that emphasize biological lineage such as “related” and “kindred” – the Latin 
words are “[c]ognatas” and “affine” – with the intentional act of “pursu[it]” (l.63).13 John Milton, 
Sr. chose to use the artistic talents he received from his classical fathers and thus should not be 
surprised that his son also wants to use the artistic inclination that he has inherited through “the 
loving bond of blood” (“caro si tam propre sanguine iuncti”; l.62). Milton, Sr. may have broken 
with his lineage when he chose to become a Protestant, and an artist, but his son can sustain his 
legacy through his own poetry. In Milton’s formulation, father and son thus “pursue . . . related 
arts and kindred ways of life.”  
 While Milton presents his relationship with his father as one characterized by legacy 
across generations, he also portrays their actions as synchronic, as if both Miltons belong to the 
same generation. The supreme head of this lineage is Apollo himself, as Milton claims that “we, 
                                                






father and son, possess the divided god” (l.66). Milton uses the present tense to describe himself 
and his father as embodying and performing their arts simultaneously, suggesting that they are 
more like brother artists than father and son. This shared temporality is emphasized in Milton’s 
syntax: “Altera dona mihi, dedit, altera dona parenti” (“He gave some gifts to me, others to my 
father”) (l.64). The phrase “he [Phoebus] gave” – “dedit” – sits in the middle of two identical 
phrases that differ only in the object of the gifts: “mihi,” or “me,” and “parenti,” or “my father.” 
The grammar thus reinforces Milton’s point: “dedit” functions like an equal sign, indicating that 
father and son share equal responsibility to use the inheritance that Apollo divides between 
them.14 As the two halves of the god Apollo, moreover, the two John Miltons must act in concert 
if they will be successful in their critique of earthly power in order to subdue the malevolent 
divine and honor God. Milton implies that he will make his father’s music complete with his lyric 
– thereby uniting the two halves of Apollo – when he rhetorically asks, “what will the empty 
modulation of the voice avail, void of words and sense, and of eloquent numbers?” (ll.50-51).15  
In this qualification of the traditional authority of the father over the son, Milton honors 
his agency and his father’s; even though they both inherit artistic inclinations, the choice is 
ultimately theirs to use or refuse this legacy. In fact, Milton paradoxically suggests that an 
individual can more profoundly demonstrate his agency when he must choose whether to 
continue or to reject an existing inheritance – in this case, an inheritance not only of money but 
also of political and religious traditions. He uses what Stephen Fallon calls the “dialectic of 
                                                
14 See, for instance, Stella Revard’s suggestion that Milton “subtly makes [Milton, Sr.] a surrogate for Phoebus 
Apollo, the first possessor of the lyre and so the inspirer of song – the poet’s part . . .  Thus, Milton implies, his 
father facilitated the archetypal encounter for his son that made him a poet.” Milton and the Tangles of Neaera’s 
Hair: The Making of the 1645 Poems, (Columbia, MO: Univ. of Missouri Press, 1997), 213. 
 
15 Throughout “Ad Patrem,” Milton balances respectful gratitude and an anxious desire for parental support 
with confidence in his intellectual and prophetic superiority over his father. See Fallon, Milton’s Peculiar Grace, 
72-74; William J. Kennedy, “The Audiences of Ad Patrem,” in “Urbane Milton: The Latin Poetry,” Milton 





assertion and humility” in the poem to portray poetry as superior to his father’s music yet also 
dependent upon it (as well as upon his money) (l.50).16 In short, if Milton is to supersede his 
father in his artistic and political work, he can only do so with his father’s ongoing participation in 
his career. That participation, however, must go beyond mere patronage; Milton, Sr. must not 
only fund his son’s career and appreciate its merits, but he must also continue to practice his own 
art.  
 In the final stanza of “Ad Patrem,” Milton imagines how his verses will ensure this artistic 
legacy when he portrays himself as a father to his own “iuvenilia carmina, lusus” – “my youthful 
verses, my pastime” – and tells them to “dare hope for endless years – dare think to survive your 
master’s pyre and look upon the light” (ll.115-17). As their father, he has the power to destroy 
them in the fire just as Milton, Sr. has the authority to halt his son’s poetic career; in this image of 
verses dying in their father’s flames, Milton recalls earlier stanzas in which he describes poetry as 
dangerous Promethean fire and portrays himself as Apollo’s doomed son Phaeton.17 Milton’s 
own approval or disapproval threatens the verses’ survival here, paralleling his father’s contingent 
                                                
16 Fallon, Milton’s Peculiar Grace, 72. 
 
17 Milton describes poetry as “possessing yet some sacred traces of Promethean fire” (“Sancta Prometheae 
retinens vestigia flammae”) and uses the Phaeton story to reiterate the power of his father’s gift of education: 
“He who committed to his young son the common lights, the chariot of Hyperion, the reins of day, and the 
tiara radient with light, gave not more potent gifts, even had they been safe” (“Non potiora dedit, quamvis et 
tuta fuissent, / Publica qui iuveni commisit lumina nato, / Atque Hyperionios currus, et fraena diei, / Et 
circum undantem radiata luce tiaram” (ll.20, 97-100). No seventeenth-century reader could encounter the 
word “pyre” – a literal translation of the Latin “rogo” – and not think of the fiery punishment for heresy and 
treason in England; I therefore see a veiled political reference to protestant martyrs in Milton’s phrase. From 
The Readie and Easie Way (1660): “Wheras a king must be ador’d like a Demigod, with a dissolute and haughtie 
court about him, or vast expence and luxurie, masks and revels, to the debauching of our prime gentry both 
male and female; not in thir passetimes only, but in earnest, by the loos imploiments of court service, which will 
be then thought honourable. There will be a queen also of no less charge; in most likelihood outlandish and a 
Papist; besides a queen mother such already; together with both thir courts and numerous train: then a royal 
issue, and ere long severally thir sumptuous courts; to the multiplying of a servile crew, not of servants only, but 
of nobility and gentry, bred up then to the hopes not of public, but of court offices; to be stewards, 
chamberlains, ushers, grooms, even of the close-stool; and the lower thir minds debas’d with court opinions, 





approval of his poetic career. If he does let his verses survive, however, their central task will be 
to seek immortality for this young lineage: “if dark oblivion does not drag you down to crowded 
Orcus, perchance you will treasure these praises and a father’s name rehearsed in song as an 
example to a distant age” (ll.118-20). In concluding the poem, Milton thus resurrects the trope of 
immortal poetry with which he began “Ad Patrem” in order to reiterate his belief that he can 
best honor his father and their shared commitment to Protestantism. Since the verses will 
“treasure . . . a father’s name” and present it as “an example to a distant age,” they will celebrate 
the relationship between father and son as a model for future generations long after both John 
Miltons are gone. When Milton insists that the verses will perpetuate “a father’s name,” 
therefore, he is not only referring to his father. He, too, will seek the commemoration that his 
poetic progeny can give, and so his verses will ultimately celebrate the multiplicity of fathers – 
Miltons père et fils, Apollo and Phaeton, and Arion – that form a legacy of political artists. To 
celebrate John Milton the poet is to celebrate the legacy of his father before him, and the divine 
fathers who have given them great artistic gifts and thus can demand great work in return. 
 In “Mansus,” Milton consequently refers to the Italian poet and patron Giovanni Battista 
Manso as “father Manso” (“Manse pater”) for his patronage of the younger poet Giambattista 
Marino (1569-1625), “who rejoiced to be called your foster son” (“ille tuum dici se gaudet 
alumnum”) (ll.25, 10).18 (“Mansus” is the Latin equivalent of Manso, whom Milton befriended in 
Naples.) Milton thus complements the portrait of a reluctant father in “Ad Patrem” with one of a 
paternal patron who willingly commemorates a younger poet even though they are not 
biologically related.19 As scholars have noted, “Mansus” and “Ad Patrem” share many themes: in 
                                                
18 In Orgel and Goldberg, eds., John Milton: The Major Works, 142-49. 
 
19 The dating of “Mansus” is firm because Milton claims in the poem’s headnote that “before he [Milton] left 




both, Milton praises and thanks artistic “fathers,” presents poetry as a sacred political art, 
ruminates on his own poetic career. Similarities in phrasing also suggest that the two poems are 
intimately related, as Milton repeats two lines near verbatim.20 According to Stella Revard, the two 
poems are two halves of one overarching narrative, as Milton revises his ambiguous presentation 
of the immortality trope at the end of “Ad Patrem” in the opening lines of “Mansus.” In the 
latter poem, he promises Manso that his poetry will place the fatherly patron “among the victor’s 
ivy and laurels” (“Victrices hederas inter laurosque sedebis”) (“Mansus” 1.6). Milton thus offers 
an alternative fate to the oblivion that threatens both Milton and his father if his verses are 
burned in “Ad Patrem”:  
Si modo perpetuos sperare audebitis annos,  . . .  
Nec spisso rapient oblivia nigra sub Orco 
Forsitan has laudes, decantatumque parentis  
Nomen . . .  
 
(“If dark oblivion does not drag you down to crowded Orcus, perchance you will treasure 
these praises and a father’s name. . .”)  (“Ad Patrem” l.116, 118-20).21  
 
Significantly, Milton praises Manso as a patron but does not give him credit as a poet, even 
though Manso was one of the most renowned Italian poets of his time.22 Milton thus creates a 
                                                                                                                                                       
its influence on his poetry, see Estelle Haan, From Academia to Amicitia: Milton’s Latin writings and the Italian 
academies (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Societies), 1979; Mario A. Di Cesare, Milton in Italy: Contexts, 
Images, Contradictions (Binghamton, NY: Medieval and Renaissance Texts & Studies, 1991); John Arthos, Milton 
and the Italian Cities (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1968); and Clay Hunt, “Lycidas” and the Italian Critics (New 
Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1979). For scholarship on “Mansus” specifically, see Ralph W. Condee, “‘Mansus’ 
and the Panegyric Tradition,” Studies in the Renaissance 15 (1968): 174-92; M. N. K. Mander, “The Epistola Ad 
Patrem: Milton’s Apology for Poetry,” Milton Quarterly 23, no. 4 (Dec. 1989): 155-68. 
 
20 In a line from “Ad Patrem,” Milton describes how poets “used to sing the feats of heroes and their emulable 
deeds” – “Heroumque actus imitandaque gesta canebat” (l.46). He resurrects this phrase in “Mansus” to 
describe the Druids who “used to sing the praises of heroes and their emulable deeds” – or “Heroum laudes 
imitandaque gesta canebant” (“Ad Patrem” l.46; “Mansus” l.43). In “Ad Patrem,” moreover, he claims that “I 
shall sit among the victor’s ivy and laurels,” whereas in “Mansus,” he boldly asserts that Manso will do the 
same through his verses: “[i]f the breath of my muse so much avails, you too shall sit among the victor’s ivy and 
laurels” (“Ad Patrem,” l.102; “Mansus,” l.6)  
 





portrait of Manso that strongly resembles John Milton, Sr. in “Ad Patrem,” although he omits 
Manso’s fame as a poet in order to emphasize his role as a fatherly patron. Whichever portrait 
came first, the similarities between John Milton, Sr. and Manso in the two poems indicate a 
strong continuity in Milton’s perception of the proper obligations for the father of a young poet – 
in particular, the obligation to provide financial support for budding young poets.  
In “Mansus,” Milton equates the financial support of an artistic patron with a father’s 
support of his artistic son, as in “Ad Patrem.” After Marino died, Manso assumed responsibility 
not only for his physical entombment – “this poet when dying left to you alone his doomed 
bones” – but also of his earthly legacy – “your pious offices did not cease at the tomb” (ll.14-15, 
17-18). Manso also ensured that Marino – and his elder friend, Torquato Tasso – “cheat[ed] the 
greedy laws of the fates” when he composed their biographies (l.19). Milton praises Manso for 
this work: “you described the ancestry of both [Marino and Tasso], their lives harassed by 
varying fortune, their characters, and their gifts from Minerva” (ll.20-21). In many ways, the 
main themes in these biographical stories resemble the family narrative that Milton provides in 
“Ad Patrem”: the poets’ “ancestry” recalls Milton’s claim that his father “should be heir to the 
name of Arion,” and “their gifts from Minerva” evoke the superior gifts that both John Miltons 
received when Apollo divided himself in two. When Milton shows “Manse pater” – father Manso 
– composing Marino’s story, he acknowledges the significance of paternal approval in an earthly 
context. For Milton, the relationship between literary patron and poet becomes a suitable 
analogy to the relationship between fathers and sons (and thus a suitable alternative to the flawed 
king-as-father analogy). In “Mansus,” Milton adapts the family dynamic that he has modeled in 
                                                                                                                                                       
22 Anthony Low, “Mansus: In Its Context,” in “Urbane Milton: The Latin Poetry,” eds. James A. Freeman and 






“Ad Patrem” to the realm of literary patronage, since both worlds involve the political power of 
poetry.  
 The conclusion of the relationship between Manso and Marino with the latter poet’s 
death serves as a model for Milton’s prophetic vision of the conclusion of his own life and life 
narrative, in which he, too, will have someone like Manso to ensure his legacy: 
 may my lot grant me such a friend, one who knows so well how to honour the sons of 
 Phoebus. At last when I had measured the span of a life not mute, and, full of years,  
 should leave to ashes their due, with tear-stained eyes he would stand by my bed; and as  
 he stood there I need only say: ‘Let me be under your care.’ He would provide that my  
 limbs, relaxed in livid death, were gently gathered in a little urn. Perchance he would also  
 draw my features from marble, binding the locks on my brow with Paphian myrtle or  
 with laurel of Parnassus, and I should rest in peace secure. (ll.79-80, 85-90) 
 
As Revard notes, Milton evokes a long tradition of classical elegiac poets imagining their own 
funerals in these images, although he crucially changes the wives and mistresses whom his 
classical predecessors called upon for commemoration to a more general (and male) “friend.”23 
Crowned with “laurel of Parnassus,” the memorial bust of Milton will broadcast his success as a 
poet “among the victor’s ivy and laurels”; this reference is as political as it is poetic (“Mansus,” 
l.92, 6).24 Unlike Manso, however, the “friend” that Milton imagines here is not specifically 
identified as a foster father: the word he uses is “amicum” – the accusative case of amicus, or 
“friend” – which is utterly different from “Manse pater” (ll.78, 25).25 Like the two real-life fathers, 
Manso and Milton, Sr., however, this shadowy figure “knows so well how to honour the sons of 
                                                
23 “The example of the Italian academies and Renaissance sodalities – as well as exemplary friends such as 
Tasso and Manso – has made Milton experience in life what he had only found previously in the works of 
Horace or Vergil, Propertius or Ovid. Milton’s literary funeral is just that – the fulfillment of what he had 
known from literary texts – now made vivid and recreated in his own poem.” Revard, Tangles, 222. Indeed, as 
Estelle Haan remarks of this grandiose vision, “Now Milton outshines not only Virgil, but also Homer, and 
even Tasso.” Academia to Amicitia, 85.  
 
24 In Eclogue 8, Virgil assigns the laurel to military conquerors and ivy to poets. 
 





Phoebus,” a heritage that Milton claims for both himself and his father in “Ad Patrem.” Like 
John Milton, Sr. and his musical talents, this anonymous friend participates in a lesser art, since 
he “draw[s] [Milton’s] features from marble” as a sculptor would (l.91). Nevertheless, he helps to 
ensure Milton’s poetic legacy.  
Milton does not provide any identifiable details about this friend, I suspect, because he is 
uncertain whether he will actually find such a patron. Milton is not yet worthy of such 
commemoration given his poetic output thus far, so he can only project confidence rather than 
portray certainty. Milton allows another sliver of doubt to enter this vision of a caring 
commemorator: the friend will gather his bones, but he only “[p]erchance” (“Forsitan”) will 
provide the poetic bust (l.91).26 With this hesitation, Milton acknowledges his inability to control 
his imaginary friend’s actions upon his death and perhaps alludes to his concern whether or not 
he will earn such commemoration through his poetry. Death brings the poet the greatest glory 
through memorialization, but only if those left behind take proper action. Milton thus blurs the 
hierarchical relationship between foster father and son in “Mansus” more thoroughly than he 
does in “Ad Patrem”; Marino can die before his father without disrupting the transition of 
physical property or finances associated with inheritance between natal family members. In the 
former poem, he shows how a father can and should commemorate his son’s work through 
Manso and Marino, and he dramatizes a scenario in which a fatherly figure might do the same 
for him. This fatherly figure enables Milton to take his time building his poetic career without 
having to worry about completing it before the death of his biological father. As long as the 
relationship resembles that between father and son, the fatherly figure can be anyone who 
understands Milton’s poetic-political ambitions.  
                                                





 As in “Ad Patrem,” Milton concludes “Mansus” with a return to the theme of 
immortality with which he opened the poem. Milton presents a vision of himself looking down 
from on high to examine his friend’s memorialization of him: 
 Then, if there be any faith, and if there be sure rewards for the righteous, I myself, 
 removed to the ethereal realms of the heaven-dwelling gods, whither labour, a pure mind, 
 and ardent courage convey us, even I shall see these things from some part of that secret 
 world – as the fates permit – and with mind all serene, my smiling face suffused with a 
 rosy light, I shall joyfully clap my hands on ethereal Olympus. (91-100) 
 
Milton qualifies this confident picture of his future exaltation when he acknowledges that he will 
achieve this destiny “if there be any faith, and if there be sure rewards for the righteous” (l.94; my 
emphasis). The contingent nature of this hopeful picture rests in part on Milton producing the 
poetry that he vows to write: “If ever I recall in song my native kings, and Arthur setting wars in 
motion even beneath the earth” (ll.80-81).27 It also rests on the unidentified friend, however, and 
Milton therefore acknowledges his debts to this important potential paternal figure and vows to 
commemorate his friend if he succeeds in honoring his career: by “I shall joyfully clap my hands 
on ethereal Olympus.”28 With the conclusion of “Mansus,” Milton revises the conclusion of “Ad 
Patrem” in which commemoration and destruction appear as equally potential outcomes to his 
poetic career. The tangible example of Marino and Manso gives Milton a template of successful 
commemoration that makes it possible to include this in the story that he begins constructing 
about his poetic career in “Ad Patrem.”  
                                                
27 The conditional phrase here echoes that in “Ad Patrem:” “if dark oblivion does not drag you down to 
crowded Orcus, perchance you will treasure these praises and a father’s name rehearsed in song as an example 
to a distant age” (ll.118-20). 
 
28 Some translators consider the phrase “plaudam mihi” to refer to Milton clapping for himself rather than for 
his friend’s work and thus differ from the Walter McKellar translation used here from Goldberg and Orgel, 
eds., John Milton: The Major Works, 149. The Columbia Milton, for instance, translates line 100 as “I will joyfully 
celebrate myself in ethereal Olympus.” Qtd. in Roy Flannagan, ed. The Riverside Milton (Boston: Houghton 





 In these two odes, therefore, Milton offers two narratives of young poets who depend on 
fatherly figures as patrons, suggesting that relationships between consecutive generations matter 
significantly for the success of a poet. Whereas Marino has a foster father who offered him 
financial patronage in life and now offers commemoration in death in “Mansus,” Milton can 
only hope to convince his father to supplement his dearly bought education with approval of his 
poetic career in “Ad Patrem.” The analogous, non-biological father-son relationship in 
“Mansus” resolves the lingering sense of contingency in “Ad Patrem”: whether Milton will 
become a lauded poet, whether his verses will survive, whether Milton, Sr. – or Manso – will 
approve. The resolution can only happen, however, because the foster son in “Mansus” 
predeceases his foster father; the sense of continuity across generations that is one of the more 
positive attributes of lineage is thus broken. In these two odes, therefore, we see a complex 
interplay between the continuity and contingency that can characterize an artistic legacy across 
generations and how the individual who inherits this legacy will ultimately determine if it is used 
for positive or detrimental political action.  
* 
 
The Civil War and Interregnum Poetry and Prose: Adapting the Model 
  In autobiographical sections intended to defend his character in his civil war and 
interregnum prose tracts, Milton repeatedly – albeit briefly – reiterates the filial gratitude that he 
had promised to convey in “Ad Patrem.”29 In the 1642 Reason of Church–Government, he writes: “I 
had from my first yeeres, by the ceaselesse diligence and care of my father, whom God 
                                                
29 “But as for you, dear father, since it is not granted me to make a just return for your deserts, nor to 
recompense your gifts with my deeds, let it suffice that I remember, and with gratitude count over, your 





recompence, bin exercis’d to the tongues, and some sciences, as my age would suffer” (YP: 1.808-
09). In the Second Defence (1654), Milton not only acknowledges his father’s influence on his 
education – “my father took care that I should be instructed daily both in school and under other 
masters at home” and “sent me to Cambridge” – but he also alludes to his father’s respect for 
and accommodation of his son’s decisions when he describes his departure for Italy as follows: 
“with my father’s consent I set forth” (YP: 4.1.612-14). While it is therefore true that Milton 
predominantly cites his own exploits and experiences in these autobiographical sections, he offers 
his relationship with his father as one piece of evidence on behalf of his character. In the 
recursive mention of his father’s specific support of his education, however, Milton does isolate 
that particular narrative – first laid out in “Ad Patrem” – because, I would suggest, it reinforces 
the larger narrative of himself as an epic (political) poet in the making.  
 Although Milton overtly announces in The Reason of Church–Government that he has placed 
his poetic ambitions on hold to focus on “the cool element of prose,” which is the “task . . . of my 
left hand,” he continues to write verse (YP: 1.808). Specifically in sonnet form, Milton continues 
to think about the relationship between politically like-minded fathers and sons. In her study of 
Milton’s sonnets, Anna K. Nardo posits that Milton creates an ideal community in the political 
figures and acquaintances whom he addresses, a community that extends beyond the world of 
the lover and the beloved to incorporate the variety of relationships necessary to form a political 
society.30 As one of the basic units of society, therefore, the lineal family features prominently in 
some of these poems.  
 In the first sonnet that Milton composes on this theme, Sonnet 10 from the 1645 Poems, 
he praises his addressee Lady Margaret Ley because she is “Daughter to that good Earl, once 
                                                





President / Of Englands Counsel, and her Treasury” (ll.1-2).31 Scholars have often questioned 
why Milton writes a poem that celebrates a (dead) father – James Ley, earl of Malborough – 
more than the daughter to whom it is addressed. (The octave details the earl’s political career 
and republican principles.)32 Yet, as Milton makes clear in the poem’s sestet, his praise of James 
Ley, however, is praise of his daughter: “yet by you / Madam, me thinks I see him living yet” 
(ll.10-11). Thus, he celebrates qualities inherent in Lady Ley when he praises her father. Not only 
was a political career “unstained with gold or fee” – a career untainted by bribes – but it was also 
republican in its sentiments: as Milton describes, “the sad breaking of that parliament” by 
Charles I in 1629 “Broke him [Ley]” (ll.3, 5-6). By implication, Margaret also objects to 
absolutism and royal favoritism. Not only does Lady Margaret embody her father’s character, 
but she also manages its legacy through her own narratives: “So well your words his noble 
vertues praise, / That all both judge you to relate them true, / And to possess them, Honour’d 
Margaret” (ll.12-14).33 She thus presents a different kind of memorial than the marble and bronze 
busts to which Milton refers in “Mansus.” Her body and the words it utters are a living 
monument to her father that people can interpret with confidence and clarity: “all [observers] 
both judge you to relate them [‘his noble vertues’] true, / And to possess them” (ll.13-14). Lady 
                                                
31 I use the Orgel and Goldberg edition, John Milton: The Major Works, for the sonnets. See 36, 81-82, and 86. 
 
32 James Ley was Lord High Treasurer and Lord President of the Council under Charles’s reign. Rumor had it 
that he died of a broken spirit after the dissolution of Parliament in 1629. See Flannagan, ed., Riverside Milton, 
88 and 88n4 and Wilfrid Prest, “Ley, James, first earl of Marlborough (1550–1629),” Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, May 2009), accessed 20 June 2012,  
http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/16619. 
 
33 It has been suggested that Milton refers to an actual biographical work by Margaret Ley about her father, 
but the trope of the child carrying on her father’s work is clearly at work here whether or not a biography once 
existed. “The confusion of Lady Margaret’s and her father’s identities, however, is appropriate to a typological 
drama of affiliation and engenderment in which the father’s work is carried out by his child.” Raymond-Jean 
Frontain, “Typological Identity and Syntactic Suspension in Milton’s Sonnet 10,” ANQ 11, no. 2 (Spring 1998): 





Ley may not be an artist like the composer who honors her and her father, but she creates a 
narrative through which her father and his legacy can be read. This narrative, composed of Lady 
Ley’s words and conduct, further enhances the family story that her physical body tells about her 
father and their family.    
 Milton also considers what sons can do to promote their family’s political values, 
especially if they are unable to do so in official political capacities. In Sonnets 17 and 18 (ca.1655), 
Milton advises two young men – Edward Lawrence, son of and political aide to Henry Lawrence, 
President of Cromwell’s Council of State from 1653 to 1659, and Milton’s pupil Cyriack Skinner 
– to enjoy mirth in moderation.34 These symposiastic verses – based on classical poems 
celebrating drinking parties or symposia – follow one aspect of the Horatian tradition in their 
emphasis on moderation and serve to counter the symposiastic lyrics written by Cavalier writers 
in the period.35 In Sonnet 17, Milton recasts the first line of Horace’s Ode 1.16 – “O more 
beautiful daughter of a beautiful mother,” or “O matre pulchra filia pulchrior” – as a celebration 
not of feminine beauty but of male virtue: “Lawrence of virtuous father virtuous son” (l.1).36 He 
thus recasts Horace’s romantic address as a celebration of a political family; Edward Lawrence 
fulfills the legacy of virtue established by his father through his own actions, earning the right to 
be called “of virtuous father” and “virtuous son.”  Likewise, Cyriack Skinner has a propensity for 
virtue because of the men in his lineage: “Cyriack, whose Grandsire on the Royal Bench / Of 
                                                
34 Timothy Venning, “Lawrence, Henry, appointed Lord Lawrence under the protectorate (1600–
1664),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2008), 
accessed 20 June 2012, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/16178. 
. 
35 See John H. Finley, Jr., “Milton and Horace: A Study of Milton’s Sonnets,” Harvard Studies in Classical 
Philology 48 (1937): 29-73, at 40 & 48 and Joshua Scodel, Excess and the Mean in Early Modern English Literature 
(Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 2002), 236-241. For mirth in Cavalier verse, see Earl Miner, The Cavalier 
Mode from Jonson to Cotton and Leah S. Marcus, The Politics of Mirth.  
 
36 Finley, “Milton and Horace,” 48, and Scodel, Excess and the Mean, 237. See also John T. Shawcross, “The 





British Themis, with no mean applause / Pronounc’t and in his volumes taught our Lawes” (ll.1-
3). Sir Edward Coke, the “Grandsire” in question, had been an eminent legal scholar, the Chief 
Justice of the King’s Bench under James VI & I, and a key drafter of the 1628 Petition of Right.37 
To continue these legacies of virtue and justice, Milton urges Edward Lawrence to imagine the 
delight of a “neat repast” that is “light and choice,” as he tells Skinner that excess joy has much 
more value than excess wine and can be achieved without such indulgence: “To day deep 
thoughts resolve with me to drench / In mirth, that after no repenting drawes” (ll.4-5). These two 
symposiastic sonnets remind Edward Lawrence and Cyriack Skinner that they have a familial 
legacy of political action to uphold and that they can do so even when doing something so simple 
as retiring from work and participating in leisure activity.  
 I would also suggest that Milton maps onto these young men his self-perception as a poet 
frozen in the early stages of his planned career. Even though Lawrence and Skinner were active 
in parliament and the law, respectively, Milton portrays them in positions of retirement from 
those positions. Similarly, Milton was developing into one of the most important political prose 
writers of the time, but he nevertheless betrayed an increasing concern that his poetic career has 
ended not long after it began.38 We find a subtle, witty expression of this concern in the 1652 
sonnet “To Sir Henry Vane the Younger,” which begins thus: “Vane, young in yeares, but in 
sage counsell old” (l.1). Vane was 39 when Milton composed this poem – and Milton was 44 – so 
the claim that Vane is “young in yeares” rather than merely younger when compared to his 
                                                
37 He also presented the case against the earl of Essex that sent him to his death after his coup d’état against 
Elizabeth I, as Julie Crawford has usefully pointed out to me. Allen D. Boyer, “Coke, Sir Edward (1552–
1634),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004; online edn, Jan 2009), 
accessed 20 June 2012, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/5826. 
 





father Henry Vane (1589-1655) is debatable.39 In the poem, Milton celebrates Vane’s diplomatic 
skills as a better means of achieving peace than the brutality of war. He praises Vane’s political 
rhetoric as he does when defending his character in his own tracts: both men might not be 
young, but they have proven their worth despite their age. In contrast to the sonnets to Lawrence 
and Skinner, however, Milton does not suggest that Vane has a family legacy to honor, a striking 
omission given that Vane’s name defines him through his relationship to his father. Henry Vane 
the Elder was a prominent politician, but he did not share the same puritan principles as his son. 
A telling case in point was the downfall of the king’s favorite, the earl of Strafford, in 1641, in 
which his papers played a prominent part; however, it was not Vane the Elder, but his more 
conscientious son, who took them to be used as evidence.40 Moreover, Vane the Elder held the 
title of Secretary of State when Charles imposed his most controversial ecclesiastical policies.41 
Milton eschews making any political connection between this father and son, therefore, because 
the Vanes do not share the same political values. Instead, he emphasizes Vane the Younger’s 
republican principles when he portrays him as “a better senator” than ever “held / The helm of 
Rome” (ll.2-3). This sonnet thus subtly celebrates filial disobedience – a disobedience that Milton 
indicates he is prepared to embrace in “Ad Patrem” if his own father does not sanction his choice 
of a poetic career. 
However, Milton does claim a divine inheritance for Vane through his education in 
governance. He does so by crafting an analogous paternal figure to create a relationship similar 
                                                
39 Ruth E. Mayers, “Vane, Sir Henry, the younger (1613–1662),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), accessed 25 June 2012, http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/28086. 
 
40 R. Malcolm Smuts, “Vane, Sir Henry (1589–1655),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford 







to that between Marino and Manso in “Mansus.” In contrast to the other “heroic” sonnets to 
Fairfax (1648) and Cromwell (1652), Milton praises not Vane’s sword hand but his political 
acumen.42 Vane understands the separate powers of church and state – what Milton calls “[t]he 
bounds of either sword” – and “Therefore on thy firme hand religion leanes / In peace, and 
reck’ns thee her eldest son” (ll.13-14). In this couplet, the personification of religion “reck’ns” 
Vane her heir. The verb has connotations of both recounting a former act – and thus evokes a 
sense of legacy – and financial calculation that evokes a monetary inheritance.43 Unlike Marino, 
therefore, Vane is not a supportive foster son but, rather, a true heir, an “eldest son” who has an 
inheritance by (birth)right. Because Henry Vane has different political aims than his father, 
Milton replaces Vane the Elder with a figurative mother and recasts Vane the Younger as an 
“eldest son.” Through this pointed re-appropriation of the older Vane’s nomenclature, Milton 
suggests that Vane the Younger has successfully taken his father’s place in the political realm and 
will thus enable republican principles to triumph.  
In these apostrophic sonnets in which he explores how political actors are first created 
and then posthumously commemorated, Milton combines many of the themes raised in the 
father-son relationships portrayed in “Ad Patrem” and “Mansus,” as he explores how political 
actors are first created and then posthumously commemorated. With the sonnets to Lady Ley, 
Lawrence, and Skinner, Milton focuses especially on young republicans who lack access to 
official avenues of power such as parliament; Lady Ley cannot hold office because of her gender 
                                                
 
42 For scholarship on the group of sonnets on Vane, Cromwell, and Fairfax, see Kurt Schlueter, “Milton’s 
Heroical Sonnets,” SEL 35, no. 1 (Winter 1995): 123-36, and Annabel Patterson, “Milton’s Heroic Sonnets,” in 
Angelica Duran, ed., A Concise Companion to Milton (Chichester, England: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 78-94. 
 
43 The first definition of “reckon” listed in the OED is “To give an account of, recount; to tell; to describe,” and 
the other relevant definition is “To count; to work out a sum or account; to make a calculation.” “reckon, v.” 






– a fact that Milton implicitly rather than explicitly asserts – whereas Lawrence and Skinner find 
themselves idling at home because the royalists currently control the government. In the sonnet 
to Vane, however, Milton celebrates a son who rejects his father’s royalist political legacy for the 
right (republican) political reasons. Given the approximate dating of these sonnets, we can trace a 
trajectory in which the children apostrophized thus grow in their political influence and their 
distance from the values of their forefathers, culminating in the sonnet to the influential 
republican Henry Vane the Younger. Milton repurposes the stories of lineage first explored in 
the Latin poems to fit the short lyric form of the biographical sonnets. In so doing, he moves 
between biological and analogous relationships as he offers various models of politically active 
republican families.  
* 
 When Milton published his final set of poems – the 1671 edition of Paradise Regained and 
Samson Agonistes – he been responding to the fall of the republic and the Restoration for more than 
a decade, most notably in Paradise Lost.44 Fathers and sons, those who are earthly and divine and 
those who are literal and metaphorical, feature prominently in all three works. Plenty of 
scholarship has examined the relationship between the Father and the Son, especially for the 
                                                
44 Scholars have long puzzled over the question of when Milton composed the majority of Samson Agonistes. In 
her 2008 edition of Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes, Laura Lunger Knoppers summarizes the evidence for 
dating the poem’s composition in the 1640s and both the early and late 1660s before settling on a composition 
date of ca. 1667-70. According to Knoppers, this approximate date “most fully coheres with Milton’s 
engagement with radical print culture, which (as we have seen) also shaped the production and reception of his 
final poems.” “Headnote,” in The Complete Works of John Milton, ed. Thomas N. Corns and Gordon Campbell, 
Volume 2, The 1671 Poems: “Paradise Regain’d” and “Samson Agonistes,” ed. Laura Lunger Knoppers (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2008), lxxxviii-civ, at xcviii. My argument further supports the later dating, although I 
acknowledge the very real possibility that Milton began composing Samson Agonistes before the Restoration and 
revised it afterward to reflect the new political context. I tend to agree with Milton’s nephew Edward Phillips in 
his 1694 The Life of Mr. John Milton: “[i]t cannot certainly be concluded when he wrote his excellent Tragedy 
entitled Samson Agonistes.” Quoted in Helen Darbishire, ed., The Early Lives of Milton, 75. For a concise 
summation of the various arguments for and against a later dating, see Knoppers’s headnote in The 1671 Poems, 
xcviii. For autobiography and Samson Agonistes, see Fallon, Milton’s Peculiar Grace, 250-63; Ann Baines Coiro, 





insight that it provides about Milton’s religious politics.45 Fewer words have been written, 
however, about the relationship between Manoa and Samson in Samson Agonistes and its political 
implications. As I have demonstrated thus far, however, Milton includes earthly fathers and sons 
within his larger understanding of political relationships; he may focus on horizontal relationships 
such as those between citizens or within a generation of MPs, but he gives thought to fathers and 
sons because he recognizes both the intractability and potential utility of lineal relations and thus 
uses them when they can fit into his political vision. In Samson Agonistes, he re-evaluates these 
relationships in the context of the Restoration. In particular, he explores not how father and son 
can work together to achieve shared political goals but – as is appropriate for a time of personal 
political defeat – how they can also fail to do so. 
* 
 
Samson Agonistes: The Model Fails   
 For many decades, the consensus among Milton scholars was that the titular character of 
his verse tragedy Samson Agonistes (1671) was in many ways an autobiographical portrait of 
Restoration-era Milton.46 Both Samson and Milton are blind, politically defeated, and 
                                                
45 See Maurice Kelley, This Great Argument: A Study of Milton’s “De Doctrina Christiana” as a Gloss Upon Paradise 
Lost (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1962); William Empson, Milton’s God (London: Chatto & Windus, 1961); 
Dennis Danielson, “The Fall of Man and Milton’s Theodicy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Milton, ed. 
Danielson (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1989), 113-29; Danielson, “Imago Dei, ‘Filial Freedom,’ and 
Miltonic Theodicy,” ELH 47, no. 4 (Winter 1980): 670-81; John Savoie, “Justifying the Ways of God and Man: 
Theodicy in Augustine and Milton,” in Augustine and Literature, ed. Robert P. Kennedy, Kim Paffenroth, John 
Doody, and Marylu Hill (New York: Lexington, 2006), 139-54; Hugh McCallum, “‘Most Perfect Hero’: The 
Role of the Son in Milton’s Theodicy,” in Paradise Lost: A Tercentenary Tribute, ed. Balachandra Rajan (Toronto: 
Univ. of Toronto Press, 1969), 79-105. 
 
46 Joseph Wittreich provides a thorough summation of the history of this scholarly interpretation, from its 
popularity in the nineteenth century to more recent doubts and qualifications of a one-to-one analogy between 
Samson and Milton. As he notes, scholars have begun to question the degree to which Samson serves as an 





imprisoned by their enemies.47 One of the central tenets of this dissertation is that scholars of 
autobiography focus so much on how the genre’s practitioners portray themselves that they 
overlook the ways in which they portray their families. Similarly, I would suggest that Milton 
scholars have focused so intently on Samson’s character and his final destructive act that they 
overlook the curious and complex portrayal of Manoa, his father. Instead, scholars tend to 
reduce Manoa to a negative archetype who represents the rigid Israelite social customs that 
Samson must supersede, a comic old man who bumbles his words and fumbles his way across the 
stage.48 John Guillory, however, offers a more complex reading of Manoa’s role, arguing that 
Samson’s “life-narrative has all along been determined by a contradiction between the demands 
emanating from the poem’s two fathers, Yahweh and Manoa.”49 According to Guillory, both 
fatherly “demands” have to do with the central theme of capital; whereas the Father asks Samson 
to perform destructive acts in the service of creating symbolic capital that will enhance His power 
and provide Samson with the credit of redemption, Manoa cannot think beyond a material 
capital in which products of equal worth are exchanged or purchased: his key term is “ransom,” 
both as a noun and verb (l.484). By highlighting this difference, Milton once again makes the 
                                                
47 Milton was in prison from late summer 1660 until his release on 15 December. See Masson, The Life of John 
Milton, 6:192-95. 
 
48 Milton expands the Biblical representation of Manoah in Judges, the consensus asserts, so that Samson’s 
earthly father can represent the longstanding societal customs that must be rejected by his Nazarite son. As 
Jeanne K. Welcher writes, “the Scriptural Manoah features in none of the events of Milton’s poem.” Rather, 
Manoah is a significant character in the stories of Samson’s conception (Judges 13) and the arrangement of his 
first marriage to the woman of Timnath (Judges 14). “The Meaning of Manoa,” Milton Quarterly 8 (1974): 48-
50, at 48. See also Thomas Kranidas, “Manoa’s Role in Samson Agonistes,” SEL 13, 1 (1973): 95-109. Welcher 
and Kranidas, writing forty decades ago, offer more evenhanded readings of Manoa than recent scholarship, 
which is well summarized in Sharon Achenstein, “Samson Agonistes,” in A Companion to Milton, ed. Thomas N. 
Corns (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 411-28, at 420.   
 
49 “The Father’s House: Samson Agonistes in Its Historical Moment,” in Re-membering Milton: Essays on the Texts and 






argument for the superiority of symbolic capital – specifically, the symbolic capital of divinely-
inspired art and the positive political change that it can bring the artist’s family and his nation – 
above the material capital that supports hierarchies of rank and political influence. In making this 
argument, Guillory sees a connection here between Manoa and Milton, Sr.50 
 Borrowing Guillory’s formulation of “the poem’s two fathers” and how their competing 
demands represent symbolic and material capital, respectively, I would like to suggest that we 
can see Manoa himself as an imperfect combination of the two fathers portrayed in “Ad Patrem” 
and “Mansus.”51 In other words, this Biblical patriarch echoes the financially supportive 
biological father from whom Milton hopes to court approval (but will ultimately disobey if 
necessary) in the former Latin ode; he also mimics the father-figure who successfully patronizes 
his foster son’s career in life and commemorates it in death in the latter. The trope of inheritance 
– a trope through which Milton questions the value of inherited wealth, political values, and even 
art – is what connects Manoa to these earlier fathers (and, to a lesser extent, the political fathers 
portrayed in the interregnum sonnets). By tracing how Milton uses the language of inheritance in 
Samson Agonistes, we can thus see how Manoa is a counter-part to the earlier fathers; because he 
never comes to understand – much less approve of – his son’s God-given vocation, he ultimately 
hinders it through his attempts to “prosecute the means of thy [Samson’s] deliverance / By 
ransom” (ll.603-04). If the earlier poems show how consecutive lineal generations can work in 
concert to achieve shared political goals, Samson Agonistes shows how such goals fall into jeopardy 
                                                
50 Guillory explicitly links Manoa to Milton, Sr. when he argues that Manoa channels a seventeenth-century 
desire to control his son’s occupation, using “Ad Patrem” as evidence that “Milton’s own father was perplexed 
by the occupational vagueness of his son’s life.” My reading of “Ad Patrem” differs: Milton, Sr. will easily 
approve of his son’s poetic career once he reads through the poem and remembers his own history as a political 
artist. Ibid, 160. Fallon also writes, “[t]he exchange with Manoa may reflect both the parental concern that 
Milton’s father lavished on him as well as the failure of the father to understand fully the son’s vocation.” 
Milton’s Peculiar Grace, 252.  
 




when the son cannot persuade his father to support his chosen path. Samson must therefore 
reject his earthly father’s traditions and inheritance, as he lets his other Father resolve his destiny.  
 
I 
 At the conclusion of Samson Agonistes, Manoa returns to his son’s prison having procured a 
ransom, only to learn that Samson has already been taken away to the Philistine temple. Just 
before Manoa hears the first sounds of Samson’s destruction of the temple, he and the Chorus of 
Danites discuss this ransom, which the Chorus evaluates within the context of the conventional 
obligations between fathers and sons:  
 Fathers are wont to lay up for thir Sons, 
 Thou for thy Son art bent to lay out all; 
 Sons wont to nurse thir Parents in old age, 
 Thou in old age car’st how to nurse thy Son, 
 Made older then thy age through eye-sight lost. (ll.1485-89) 
 
The lines “Fathers are wont to lay up for thir Sons” and “Sons wont to nurse thir Parents in old 
age” form a chiasmus that reflects the traditional reciprocity between fathers and sons as they 
transfer power between generations: a son has the physical strength to nurse his frail father, who 
repays him with a carefully preserved inheritance that will assist his ascension to the role of family 
patriarch. The Chorus contrasts this chiasmus of orderly change with Manoa’s situation, 
presented in two lines of parallel syntax: “Thou for thy Son art bent to lay out all; / . . .  / Thou 
in old age car’st how to nurse thy Son.” No transition of power occurs here: Manoa is the only 
agent, according to the Chorus. He will both pay to ensure his son’s future – as fathers normally 
do – and rehabilitate his once mighty son – as fathers normally expect their sons to do for them. 
If Manoa fulfills the latter act, he will preclude Samson from regaining any agency lost through 
his capture and blinding; if he fulfills the former, moreover, he will leave his son without financial 




happen: when they describe him as “[m]ade older then thy age through eye-sight lost,” they 
neglect to mention how his disclosure of the source of his strength led to his capture. Although 
the Chorus is most concerned with how Samson’s fall disturbs the status quo of lineal succession, 
their assessment of Manoa’s intended ransom also reveals how all reciprocity between father and 
son – a reciprocity that lies at the heart of successful political action in the Latin odes – has 
disappeared due to Samson’s violation of his vows.  
 If the Chorus expresses discomfort at Manoa’s plan, he is all too eager to accept all 
responsibilities for – and therefore, all control over – his son’s future. He tells the Chorus that 
“For his [Samson’s] redemption all my Patrimony, / If need be, I am ready to forgo / And quit: 
not wanting him, I shall want nothing” (ll.1482-84). Manoa clearly takes pleasure in his paternal 
role as the source of financial support for his son – a role that Milton praises in both his father 
and in Manso in the earlier poems. The verb “quit” means to repay, however, so Manoa also 
assumes the role that his son claims should be his; as Samson tells his father, he must “expiate, if 
possible, my crime, / [of] Shameful garrulity” (ll.490-91). In using words such as “quit” to 
describe the act of ransom, Manoa thus overrides – and overwrites – Samson’s intention to 
recompense God for his sin.52 Moreover, Manoa insists that he will be the one to achieve 
Samson’s “redemption”: a word for which the definitions related to financial compensation and 
bodily freedom are utterly outstripped by its religious connotations of spiritual deliverance.53 By 
using his patrimony to buy Samson back from the Philistines, Manoa puts a monetary value on 
his son, equating him with the inheritance that – according to Guillory – should lead to a 
                                                
52 “quit, v.,” OED Online, accessed 12 August 2012, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/156786?rskey=5eGypi&result=4&isAdvanced=false#eid. 
 






“transformation of the father’s talents, the money-lender’s material capital . . . into ‘talent,’ 
symbolic capital.”54 Through this allusion to the parable of the talents, Guillory emphasizes the 
similarities between Samson’s divinely inspired acts and Milton’s poetic works – works that will 
reimburse his father’s financial investment in his education through the symbolic capital of fame. 
In order for this reimbursement to happen, however, the father must enable – or at least must 
not overtly hinder – the son from embarking on his chosen career. Because Manoa simply wants 
his son – “not wanting him, I shall want nothing,” he tells the Chorus – he threatens to prevent 
Samson from following his vocation and reduces Samson’s value to earthly capital (l.1484).  
 When Samson tries to dissuade his father from seeking ransom earlier in the play, he does 
so because he knows that he must repay his debt and re-establish reciprocity with his other 
Father: “Spare that proposal, Father [Manoa], spare the trouble / Of that sollicitation; let me 
here, / As I deserve, pay on my punishment” (ll.1484, 487-89). Manoa, in response, effectively 
insists that he best knows how to repair the relationship between his son and their God:  
 . . . who knows 
 But God hath set before us, to return thee 
 Home to thy countrey and his sacred house, 
 Where thou mayst bring thy off’rings, to avert 
 His further ire, with praiers and vows renew’d. (ll.516-20) 
 
Manoa uses the language of compensation with words like “return” and “renew” to suggest that 
his ransom of his son will enable a cycle of reciprocity between Samson and God. However, 
Samson effectively shows how his earthly father misappropriates and misapplies this language of 
reciprocity when he, Samson, claims that he will be nothing more than a living effigy on display 
back in Canaan: 
 To what can I be useful, wherein serve 
 My Nation, and the word from Heav’n impos’d, 
 But to sit idle on the houshold hearth, 
                                                




 A burdenous drone; to visitants a gaze, 
 Or pitied object, these redundant locks 
 Robustious to no purpose clustring down, 
 Vain monument of strength. . . . (ll.564-70) 
 
In other words, Samson does not consider the “off’rings” and “praiers and vows renew’d” that 
Manoa suggests as useful service either to God or to his kin (ll.519-20). Samson’s “redundant 
locks” serve as a synecdoche for Samson’s body, a paralyzed hulk of flesh best summarized by 
him as a “[v]ain monument of strength” (ll.568, 570). The word “[v]ain” has a double meaning 
here of both impotence and pride: Samson would serve merely as a reminder of the loss of his 
strength – not of the strength itself – and he would only be vain to celebrate his (now decrepit) 
body and not the God who created it. Samson insists that he cannot fulfill his desire to “be 
useful” and “serve” at home; rather, he will only be able “to sit idle on the houshold hearth” 
(ll.564, 568).55  
While Samson reads this impotence as a failure, Manoa once again reiterates his desire to 
assume both fatherly and filial roles, as he welcomes the idea that he will, in the words of the 
Chorus, “in old age car’st how to nurse [his] Son” (l.1488). At play’s end, he tells the Chorus of 
Danite kin that 
 It shall be my delight to tend his eyes, 
 And view him sitting in the house, enobl’d 
 With all those high exploits by him atchiev’d, 
 And on his shoulders waving down those locks, 
 That of a Nation arm’d the strength contain’d: 
 And I perswade me God had not permitted 
 His strength again to grow up with his hair 
 Garrison’d round about him like a Camp 
 Of faithful souldiery, were not his purpose 
 To use him further yet in some great service, 
                                                
55 As scholars have noticed, Samson portrays himself here as relegated to the domestic sphere most commonly 
associated with women, as visitors’ objectification of his body also emasculates him. For Samson’s 
emasculation, see Paula Loscocco, “‘Not Less Renown’d Than Jael’: Heroic Chastity in Samson Agonistes,” 





 Not to sit idle with so great a gift 
 Useless, and thence ridiculous about him. 
 And since his strength with eye-sight was not lost, 
 God will restore him eye-sight to his strength. (ll.1490-1503) 
 
Initially, Manoa imagines tending to Samson as if he were akin to an idol, requiring maintenance 
in order to best shine: “It shall be my delight to tend his eyes, / And view him sitting in the 
house, enobl’d / With all those high exploits by him atchiev’d.” Manoa thus depicts himself 
exulting in the glory of Samson’s former acts as he gazes upon him, thereby monumentalizing 
him. In fact, he admires his son’s appearance as the “monument of strength” that Samson earlier 
characterizes as “[v]ain” (l.570).  In the conclusion of Manoa’s speech, however, the old man 
resurrects the keywords that Samson used to argue against returning to his father’s house – 
service, idleness, and usefulness – and provides a different gloss on them. According to Manoa, 
God will “use him [Samson] further yet in some great service, / Not to sit idle with so great a gift 
/ Useless” (ll.1499-1501). Manoa thus counters Samson’s conviction that he will only “sit idle” at 
home and his doubt that he can “be useful” (ll.1500-01, 564, 566). He not only counters his son’s 
opinion, but he also insists that he is right: “I perswade me God had not permitted / His strength 
again to grow up with his hair,” he says (my emphasis). His rhetoric lacks logic, however, as 
becomes apparent when he reasons that “since his [Samson’s] strength with eye-sight was not 
lost, / God will restore him eye-sight to his strength.” Manoa effectively says that God will 
restore Samson’s sight because He never took away his strength, insisting upon a causal 
connection where none exists. Manoa unknowingly evokes his son’s worst fears when he pictures 
an idle, hulking body, even though he believes that Samson’s return home is the only way to 
enable Samson to do what they both want: repair his relationship with God.  
 In the father’s and son’s competing narratives of Samson’s return from exile, Milton 




he has thus far used to articulate a narrative about the relationship between fathers and divinely 
inspired, political sons. Unlike the Latin odes – apostrophes to the fathers – and the interregnum 
sonnets – apostrophes to the sons and daughters – multiple speakers populate the verse tragedy. 
The change in genre therefore, enables Milton to portray a (literal) dialogue between father and 
son on the subject of Samson’s career. The result is disappointing, as Manoa and Samson cannot 
reconcile their competing narratives about the meaning of Samson’s past actions and the 
subsequent means through which he can fulfill his vocation in the future. When Samson destroys 
the Philistine temple and himself, he fulfills his destiny in a way that Manoa could not have 
expected, and the father left behind must respond to this surprising turn in his son’s story. Like 
Milton, Sr., Manoa struggles to approve of his son’s chosen vocation while Samson lives. Yet, in 
the end, he does ultimately accept and praise the outcome of Samson’s death, building – much as 
Manso does for Marino – a memorial. He gives Manoa this task, too, at the end of Samson 
Agonistes, and he shows the effect of the gulf in understanding between father and son when 
Manoa must finish the story of his son’s career through his memorialization. 
 
II 
 The Stanley Fish-led scholarly consensus is that the speeches made by the Danites and 
Manoa in the final lines of Samson Agonistes are misguided and futile attempts to provide narrative 
closure to Samson’s life.56 According to these readings, Samson’s death offers no clear political or 
                                                
56 Fish’s analysis remains the most notable of these readings: “Spectacle and Evidence in Samson Agonistes,” 
Critical Inquiry 15, no. 3 (Spring 1989): 556-86. See also Dayton Haskin, Milton and the Burden of Interpretation 
(Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1994); Ryan Netzley, “Reading Events: The Value of Reading and 
the Possibilities of Political Action and Criticism in Samson Agonistes,” Criticism 48, no. 4 (Fall 2006): 509-33; and 
Joseph Wittreich, Interpreting Samson Agonistes (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1986), 120-22. Wittreich 
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Duquesne Univ. Press, 2002. For a critique of this reading, see Dennis Kezar, “Samson’s Death by Theater 
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spiritual messages, because no one can determine the degree to which God directs Samson in the 
climactic, uncomfortably suicidal act of pulling down the temple. Manoa, however, claims that: 
 . . . Samson hath quit himself  
 Like Samson, and heroicly hath finish’d 
 A life Heroic, on his Enemies 
 Fully reveng’d, . . . (ll.1699-1702) 
 
Manoa commits a double tautology here: Samson dies like he would die, and his “life Heroic” 
has concluded “heroicly.” In light of his earlier illogical claim that God would restore Samson’s 
eyesight because He never took away his strength, Manoa behaves in character here. 
Consequently, he forces a tidy conclusion onto a life narrative that actively resists one.  
However, Manoa immediately begins to revise this initial, confusing response when he 
vows to take Samson’s body  
 Home to his Fathers house: there will I build him 
 A Monument, and plant it round with shade 
 Of Laurel ever green, and branching Palm, 
 With all his Trophies hung, and Acts enroll’d 
 In copious Legend, or sweet Lyric Song. (ll.1723-27)57 
 
For scholars who see this monument as an idol, there is no significant difference between it and 
Manoa’s earlier image of his son living at home where he can “view him sitting in the house, 
enobl’d” (l.1491).58 Guillory argues that Samson successfully satisfies the demands not only of the 
                                                                                                                                                       
 
57 “Manoa’s monument amounts to a new object of worship in place of the Philistine idols destroyed with the 
theater.” Daniel Shore, “Why Milton Is Not an Iconoclast,” PMLA 127, no. 1 (2012): 22-37 at 33.  
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Father but also of Manoa, since Manoa gets what he wanted from the beginning of the tragedy: 
he gets to take his son home. Yet Guillory also insists that Manoa “will not recognize the secret 
table by which material and symbolic capital are converted into one another, the body converted 
into fame.”59 I would like to offer a more complex picture of the funereal monument that 
indicates that Manoa has some understanding of symbolic capital, an understanding that is 
therefore not just idolatrous (and thus wrong). For instance, Milton uses slant homonyms 
“enobl’d” and “enroll’d” that connect the two passages, the similarity in sound drawing attention 
to what is a broad difference in meaning. Before Samson’s death, Manoa imagines his son 
“enobl’d,” a designation that celebrates Samson’s nobility – socially and morally – rather than 
God’s glory.60 In the new monument, Manoa vows to engrave “Acts enroll’d,” presenting not a 
body to view but a text to read – specifically, a text of historical record like the New Testament 
Acts of the Apostles.  
As we have seen in “Mansus,” Milton considers Manso’s memorialization of his late son 
Marino to be the act that completes their successful artistic relationship: the father expresses his 
approval of his son’s career by commending his works. As Milton tells Manso, “this poet 
[Marino] when dying left to you alone his doomed bones, to you alone his latest wishes” (ll.13-
                                                                                                                                                       
scholarly view of Milton as an iconoclast. Shore acknowledges his debt to Fish even as he emphasizes how his 
analysis differs from that in Surprised by Sin. He depicts the reader’s experience of what he calls the “idolatrous 
sublime,” or the effect of reading about idols and seeing them for the false gods that they are: “[t]he effect of 
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salient critique of Milton’s ideas about iconoclasm, he adheres to the orthodox reading that Manoa’s proposed 
monument is an idolatrous mistake. “Why Milton Is Not an Iconoclast,” 34-35. 
 
59 Guillory, “The Father’s House,” 166 & 170. 
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is from Paradise Lost: “Much won that he his Love Had so enobl’d” (9.992). “ennoble, v.,” OED Online, accessed 
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14). More importantly, Manso wisely “did not cease at the tomb,” writing a narrative that 
encompassed “the ancestry . . . varying fortune . . . and gifts from Minerva” (ll.17-18, 21). When 
he resolves to focus on Samson’s “Acts,” Manoa similarly commemorates his son by recording 
his actions, rather than celebrating the body that committed those actions as he had imagined 
doing before his son’s death. In other words, Manoa emphasizes not a physical representation of 
Samson but a narrative of his exploits, which signals a shift away from his more idolatrous vision 
of his son’s living body in his father’s house to a narrative of active heroism. Moreover, this 
narrative indicates that Manoa has a better understanding of what has earned his son his fame: 
not his God-given body alone but, rather, the actions that he performed on God’s behalf.  
 When Manoa envisions planting laurels and palms around the monument, he chooses 
two trees associated with classical poetry and the lyric Psalms. His choices further indicate that he 
has learned how to commemorate his son more productively than he had planned to do while 
Samson lived. Scholars have connected Manoa’s image “Of Laurel ever green, and branching 
Palm” to the first lines of Lycidas: “O ye Laurels, and once more / Ye Myrtles brown, with Ivy 
never-sear, / I com to pluck your Berries harsh and crude” (SA l.1725; Lycidas ll.1-3).61 However, 
Milton also meticulously resurrects and redesigns the monumental busts that he portrays in 
“Mansus.” The poem opens with the bust of Marino “smiling from the wrought bronze,” 
posthumously expressing his approval of how Manso has commemorated his work, and it 
concludes with the marble bust on which Milton’s imagined friend will evoke classical symbols of 
poetic genius by “draw[ing] my features from marble, [and] binding the locks on my brow with 
Paphian myrtle or with laurel of Parnassus” (ll.16, 91-93). In Samson Agonistes, he eschews both the 
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neoclassicism of the actual bronze bust of Marino and the imagined marble bust of himself for a 
more puritan monument engraved with words.62 Manoa will not crown Samson’s head with 
laurels; instead, he will plant the trees around the monument and hang his son’s “Trophies” on 
and around them (SA l.1726). He thus imagines assembling various symbolic objects and artifacts 
that will enable the viewer to interpret the link between these pieces. He now understands that 
directing all of his praise at the visual image of Samson’s body will not honor him and the God 
who gave him his mighty talents, so he does not imagine a monument shaped like Samson’s body 
or bust that a viewer can revere without greater contemplation. Instead, he imagines a site of 
disparate yet related symbols that a viewer will have to interpret. With the laurels and palms, he 
enables an honorable reading of Samson’s acts without insisting upon a particular interpretation, 
giving the viewer the ability to decide for himself how to interpret these objects and form a 
narrative about Samson’s career from them.  
 The monuments in “Mansus” and Samson Agonistes share some striking imagery, but 
Milton portrays the imagined responses to these monuments as completely different. In 
“Mansus,” Milton shows Marino expressing his approval of Manso through the “poet smiling 
from the wrought bronze,” and he himself will look down from heaven and applaud the efforts of 
the unspecified friend who will memorialize him. Manoa imagines a very specific response:   
 Thither shall all the valiant youth resort, 
 And from his memory inflame thir breasts 
 To matchless valour, and adventures high: 
 The Virgins also shall on feastful days 
 Visit his Tomb with flowers, only bewailing 
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 His lot unfortunate in nuptial choice, 
 From whence captivity and loss of eyes. (ll.1728-34)  
 
The “valiant youth,” according to Manoa, will interpret the monument as a call to action; their 
anticipated “matchless valour” is reminiscent of the chivalric heroes that Milton presents 
ambivalently in “L’Allegro” and other works.63 These young men will immediately seek 
“adventures high” because the sight of the monument will “inflame thir breasts.” Manoa 
describes a hasty, unmeasured response from these boys – they act on impulse rather than after 
long contemplation of the monument. The maidens, moreover, will also take away a rather 
narrow set of morals from Samson’s life if they react as Manoa imagines: they will learn the 
importance of marrying within one’s tribe and of wifely obedience. Nowhere, however, does 
Manoa suggest that they will learn about God and how Samson honors Him through his final 
sacrifice. Manoa fulfills the task that Milton assigns to earthly fathers in the autobiographical 
Latin odes when he vows to build a monument, and his initial depiction of that monument shows 
a crucial change in his understanding of how to memorialize his son. However, he envisions a 
response to that monument that appears at odds with Milton’s conception of heroism as a passive 
yet principled resistance to temptation – a heroism exemplified by the Son’s stand against Satan 
in Paradise Regained. Once again, therefore, Manoa appears to impose an interpretation with 
which his son would disagree. More importantly, he immediately shuts down the potential for the 
monument to be read contingently – on an individual basis – when he tries to script a response.   
 If Manoa has learned from Samson’s death, therefore, he has not learned enough. By 
comparing Manoa’s initial intention to buy back his son from the Philistines while Samson lives 
to the monument that he plans to build after his son’s death, I have nevertheless shown that the 
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portrait of Manoa is more complex than most scholars assume. Manoa is the culmination of 
Milton’s exploration of the relationship between earthly fathers and sons that began in earnest 
four decades earlier with “Ad Patrem,” a relationship that centers around questions of 
inheritance: what sons inherit from their fathers and what they should do with that inheritance. 
In the character Manoa, Milton combines the uncertain (dis)approval of Milton, Sr. for his son’s 
poetic career in “Ad Patrem,” the monuments that Manso erects for his foster son in “Mansus,” 
and the (usually) shared political values of the families from the interregnum sonnets. Whereas 
these poems have a predominantly optimistic view of the potential for fathers and sons to work 
together for a common political cause, Samson Agonistes serves as a powerfully pessimistic counter 
to these earlier works. By seeing the character of Manoa as the last of other earthly fathers 
throughout Milton’s works, however, we can see that Milton is offering yet another interpretation 
of paternal authority: how it is understood, how it is asserted, and how a son can accept or resist 




 It has practically become cliché to insist that Milton creates complexity where other early 
modern writers might seek to simplify. In the previous three chapters of this study, I have shown 
how Cavendish, Halkett, and Bunyan revised earlier autobiographies into new narratives to 
argue that lineage can be repaired after severe dislocation. Milton, however, meets our 
expectations once again in proving to be an exception. He does nothing so clean as to split the 
puritan marital household into a lineage, as Bunyan does, or to insist that lineages can be co-
opted as long as the raw materials are in place to create political action, as does Halkett. He 




political vision. Beginning with “Ad Patrem,” Milton shows that a son can transcend his father’s 
authority even as he seeks his father’s approval, combining both a desire for continuity between 
generations and a willingness to sacrifice that continuity if necessary. A father can bestow an 
artistic talent through bloodline and create art, but he needs his son to remind him of this history. 
When fathers outlive sons, the memorials that they must subsequently provide should ideally 
transcribe the sons’ chosen narratives. As Manoa shows in Samson Agonistes, however, a father who 
is not persuaded by his son’s narrative – especially if it an ambiguous one like Samson’s – might 
provide a flawed – by virtue of being contradictory – version of the story of lineage.  
 In conclusion, the autobiographical writings of Margaret Cavendish, Anne Halkett, John 
Bunyan, and John Milton enable us to revise our definition of autobiography in two crucial ways. 
Because they use lineage as a central organizing principle in their works, we can see that modern 
English-language autobiography began as a genre about the family rather than about the 
individual. In so doing, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton actually shaped their familial 
legacies of political action by writing them; in other words, they inherited the legacies that they 
chose to create. Their writings thus remind us that no autobiographical text is unadulterated fact. 
All autobiography is, in some way, fiction. (I would also suggest that the converse is true: that all 
fiction is, in some way, autobiographical.) 
 In their emphasis on the lineal family, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton also 
reinforce the unique nature of the bonds of blood. Of all the possible connections between 
human beings, these bonds are the most fundamental: everyone has a family. That said, this fact 
does not guarantee the stability of lineal relationships. For all of the promise of lineage as a stable 
concept, Cavendish, Halkett, Bunyan, and Milton show that family history is always open to 
revision. These four authors drew upon both sides of this paradox in their writings. Lineage as a 




whenever necessary to achieve their political goals. We talk about the re-invention of the self, but 
these writers show us that the re-invention of the family is also of concern to autobiographers. 
Milton’s description of the autobiographical section in his Second Defence is worth repeating: “Who 
I am, then, and whence I come, I shall now disclose” (“qui igitur, & unde sim, nunc dicam”; YP 
4.612). His story of himself is inseparable from his story of his lineal family. And, as his multiple 
autobiographical narratives reveal, these stories are always subject to change.   
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